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Deep inside the spaceship Auriga, a door was guarded by two armed 
soldiers. 


It swung open with a metallic swish, and a team of white-coated 
scientists swept through. 


They entered the ship's main bio-lab, lined with dials and switches, 
electronic monitors and warning lights. Drones in lab coats hovered over 
test tubes and studied electronic readouts. 


The team cut straight across the lab and stopped in front of a metal 
cylinder steaming with cold mist. 


With a hiss, the cylinder rose, revealing a glass tube. Inside was a tiny 
mass of flesh curled in a fetal position. It was floating in a nutritive gel and 
connected to a web of tubes and cables. 


It was growing. 


It grew eyes, a nose, tiny fingers and toes. It grew faster and faster, 
like a flower opening in a time-lapse nature film. 


It grew a child's face. The lines on the monitors spiked, as if the 
strange being were dreaming. 


My mommy always said there were no monsters. No real ones — hut 
there are... 


The face morphed into a woman's face. 


As the scientists watched, fascinated, the shape in the gel 
straightened, grew larger. It grew into a woman's body, with long legs, 
small breasts, dark hair. 


BOOM boom BOOM boom... 
The monitor showed a strong, healthy heartbeat. 


And underneath it, a smaller heartbeat... 


3) 


A few hours later, the same scientists were gathered at the thick plate- 
glass window of an operating chamber. 


Inside the chamber was the woman who had been grown in the vat. 
Her skin was blue with cold. 


A remote-controlled laser sawed through the skin of her chest. 


“Careful, Gediman,” said the gray-haired head scientist as the laser 
peeled back the skin and bone. 


“Yes, Dr. Wren,” said the young surgeon who was operating the laser. 


Wren observed with cold, clinical eyes as the laser cut deeper and 
deeper. Gediman maneuvered another switch, and a pair of robot arms 
opened the woman's chest. The sound of cracking ribs could be heard even 
through the thick glass. 


Within the chamber, the woman slept — if that death that comes 
before life can be called sleep. 


Wren and Gediman tensed up as the chest was opened. Lab-coated 
assistants gathered behind them, watching over their shoulders with 
nervous agitation. 


“Careful,” said Wren. “Ready with the amnio...” 


A drawer-sized air lock opened inside the sealed chamber, and an 
incubator the size of a cigar box slid into position, inches from the gaping 
wound in the woman's chest. 


Gediman nodded grimly. 


He stuck his arms into thick protective sleeves that allowed him to 
reach into the chamber. 


He manipulated the metal claws at the ends of the sleeves and stuck 
them deep into the woman's chest. 


Wren watched nervously. Gediman's brow was beaded with sweat as 
he probed the wound. 


“There she is!” Gediman said. 


He pulled the claws from the woman's chest. They clutched a rat- 
sized reptilian alien. 


The creature's eyes were closed, but its tiny razor sharp teeth were 
bared in a hideous grimace. 


The assistants behind Wren and Gediman drew back in horror. 


With a scalpel, Gediman cut the stringy fibers of goo that tied the 
beast to its “mother.” Then he dropped the screaming, writhing little alien 
into the incubator. 


The watching assistants breathed a sigh of relief as the incubator lid 
closed over the monster. There was scattered applause. 


“Well!” said Gediman, pleased with himself. 
“And the host?” Wren asked. 


An assistant surgeon stepped forward, indicating the EKG with a nod. 
“She's doing fine.” 


Ripley. 


It was a name. It had a past tied to it, though she couldn't remember 
anything about it. 


All she knew was that her name was Ripley. And that she was cold. 


She was alone. She looked around her small, dark cell. Metal floor 
and metal walls. 


Ripley touched her skin. It peeled off in long patches, revealing pink, 
new skin underneath. 


Was she still growing? 
There was something she remembered. Something taken from her. 


She touched the long pink scar on her chest, already healed. Did that 
mean she had been here a long time? or that she healed fast? 


There was no way to know. She only knew that she was Ripley and 
that she was on a spaceship. All that seemed natural. 


Her nails were long. Too long. She tried to break one off and saw, for 
the first time, the number eight tattooed in the crook of her elbow. 


What did it mean? It was all a mystery — her name, the fugitive 
memories that flitted through her consciousness like bats through a cave. 
And yet they were as much a part of her as her skin and fingernails. 


She leaned back against the wall of her cell, eyes open. 


To wonder. To wait. 


Ripley was back in the lab, but no longer isolated in the protective 
chamber. 


She sat upright on a metal exam table, stiff and yet relaxed. 


Her eyes were blank. She wore only a hospital gown. She showed no 
emotion as Gediman carefully drew a blood sample from her arm. 


While the hypodermic was filling, he opened her gown and examined 
her back. 


It was unmarked except for four curious symmetrical scars, almost as 
if dorsal horns had been removed. 


Wren entered the lab just as Gediman was depositing the blood 
sample in a sealed beaker. 


“How's our Number Eight today?” the head scientist asked. 
“Appears to be in good health,” said Gediman. 
“How good?” 


“Extraordinary,” said Gediman. “As in, completely off the projected 
charts!” He lifted the front of Ripley's gown to show the pink scar between 
her breasts. 


“Look at the scar tissue. See the recession?” 
Wren bent closer. “This is from...” 
“Yesterday!” said Gediman proudly. 
“Good,” said Wren. “This is very good!” 


His lips drawn back in a cold grin, Wren lowered Ripley's robe and 
studied her face. He lifted one eyelid. 


“Well, it looks like you’re going to make us all very proud,” he said. 
In answer, Ripley reached out and grabbed Wren's throat. 


With both hands she pulled him to his knees. She brought her face to 
within an inch of his, her eyes burning with hatred, and asked: “Why?” 


Wren gasped — a silent scream. 


“Oh, my God!” Gediman yelled. He started to help Wren, then 
thought better of it. Instead, he slammed a red button on the wall. 


Klaxons wailed through the lab. The lights began to flash on and off. 


Three uniformed soldiers burst into the exam room, their stun guns at 
the ready. 


Ripley watched them coolly while still holding onto Wren. The 
scientist was gasping for air, his feet kicking against the metal floor. 


One soldier raised his burner to fire. 
Ripley opened her hand. 
Wren slid to the floor, almost unconscious. 


The soldier fired his burner. The electrical discharge sent Ripley 
flying into the wall. 


All three soldiers stood over her, preparing to fire again. Wren 
stopped them with an upraised hand. 


“No, no!” he croaked “I'm not hurt.” 
The soldiers reluctantly lowered their burners. 


“Why?” asked Ripley again, her eyes wide open but empty, as if she 
were looking inward at something far more terrifying than anything 
Gediman, Wren, or the soldiers could see. 
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Ripley was back in her cell. 

Clothed, this time, in a straitjacket, and tied to a chair. 

A soldier stood behind her, with a rifle, not a burner. 

A technician in a lab coat was showing her a drawing of a house. 
“H-O-U-S-E,” he spelled. 

No answer. 


He showed her a boat and spelled “B-O-A-T.” Ripley decided to play 
along. 


“Boat,” she said. 


The next one was even easier. 
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In a nearby observation room, Gediman and Wren watched Ripley's 
test on a video monitor. 


With them was Perez, the commander of the Auriga. 
“Tt's unprecedented,” said Wren. 


“Totally!” agreed Gediman. “She's operating at a fully adult 
Capacity.” 
“And her memories?” asked Perez suspiciously. 


“There are gaps,” said Wren. “And there's some degree of cognitive 
dissonance.” 


Wren wiped a speck of dirt off the monitor. Ripley was looking 
troubled. 


“She's freaked,” said Gediman. 


“She?” Wren shot the younger scientist a disapproving look. “It has 
some connective disabilities,’ he corrected. “A kind of low-level 
emotional autism. Certain reactions...” 


Wren fell silent as the monitor showed what was troubling Ripley. 
The white-coated tech in the test room was holding up a picture of a little 
blond girl. 


Ripley looked intensely sad. 
“Tt remembers,” said Perez. “Why?” 


“I'm guessing,” said Wren. “Collective memory? Passed down 
generationally, at a genetic level, by the aliens. Almost like a highly 
evolved form of instinct. An unexpected benefit of the genetic crossing.” 


“Benefit!” Perez said mockingly. 


After a long last look at Ripley, the dour commander turned on his 
heel and left the room. 

The two scientists followed right behind him. 

“You’re not thinking termination — ” Gediman ventured. 

Perez was abrupt. “Boy, am I thinking termination!” 
“We don't perceive her as a problem,” said Wren. 


Perez stopped and stood face-to-face with Wren. “Ripley died trying 
to wipe this species out of existence, and for all intents and purposes she 
succeeded. I'm not anxious to see her picking up her old hobbies!” 


“Tt won't happen,” said Wren. 


Gediman was smiling, amused by the conflict. “If it comes down to a 
fight, I'm not sure which side she’d be on.” 


Perez turned on him. “And I'm supposed to take comfort in that?” 
At the end of the corridor was a locked door marked RESTRICTED AREA. 


Perez punched in a code, then exhaled into a small gauge. The door 
slid open and the three men entered. 


The door slid shut and locked behind them. 


In the center of the room, two soldiers with burners guarded a cage 
with a thick glass window. 


“Bottom line is,’ Perez muttered, “she so much as looks at me funny, 
I put her to sleep. The way I see it, Number Eight is meat by-product. This 
girl here is the money.” 


The three men approached the cage. Behind the glass was an 
enormous Queen alien. Its mouth gaped open, revealing rows of teeth. 


“How soon before she's producing?” Perez asked. 
“Days,” said Wren. “Less, maybe. We'll need the cargo.” 


“It's on its way,” said Perez. 
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Ripley was out of her cell again. She was seated in the mess hall of 
the Auriga, toying with a plate of food. 


Her movements were somewhat restricted by the chains that held her 
to her chair. 


Gediman watched her intently as she speared a piece of meat. 
“Fork,” said Gediman, prodding her memory. 


Ripley smiled; then her smile faded. She looked at Gediman as if 
seeing him for the first time. 


“How did you...?” 


“How did we get you?” Gediman finished. “Hard work! Blood 
samples taken on Fiori 16, on ice.” 


“Fiori 16...?” 

“Does that ring a bell? What are you remembering?” 

Ripley shuddered. “Does it grow?” 

Gediman nodded. “Very fast.” 

“Tt's a Queen,” said Ripley. 

Gediman was startled. “How did you know?” 

“Tt'll breed. You'll all die. Everyone in the company will die.” 
“Company?” asked Gediman. He didn't know what she meant. 


“Weyland Yutani.” The answer came from Wren, who had entered the 
mess hall unnoticed. 


“Ripley's former employers,” Wren explained to Gediman, as he sat 
down beside Ripley. “Terran Growth, a conglomerate, had some defense 
contracts under the military. Before your time, Gediman. They went under 
decades ago — bought out by Wal-Mart. Fortunes of war.” 


Ripley was listening intently. 


Wren took some food off her plate, as if she were his child. “You'll 
find things have changed a good deal since your time,” he told her. 


“T doubt that,” she said, looking coldly into his eyes. 


“We’re not flying blind here,” said Wren. “This is the United Systems 
military, not some greedy corporation.” 


“Tt won't make any difference,” said Ripley. “You’re still gonna die.” 


“And how do you feel about that?” Wren asked, sarcastically 
imitating a psychiatrist. 


Ripley shrugged. “It's your funeral, not mine.” 


Wren looked at her, frustrated. “I wish you could understand what 
we’re trying to do here! The potential benefits of this alien race go way 
beyond urban pacification. New alloys, new vaccines. There's nothing like 
this in any world we've seen. You should be very proud.” 


Ripley laughed bitterly. “Oh, I am.” 


“And the animal itself is marvelous!” Wren continued. “They'll be 
invaluable once we've tamed them.” 


“Tt's a cancer,” said Ripley. “You can't teach it tricks.” 
Wren gave up. Gediman was silent. 


The only sound in the mess hall was Ripley, repeating one word to 
herself, as if thinking out loud: “Them.” 


The Auriga was being approached by another, much smaller, 
spaceship. From a distance it looked like a fly approaching a cow. 


On the side of the smaller ship, which was chipped and scarred from 
the blistering sun and subzero cold of deep space, was a painting of a 
pretty girl straddling a rocket. 


Above her head was the ship's name — Betty. 


Inside the Betty, the cramped bridge was vibrating with loud rock and 
roll. 


The pilot was a woman, a rough-looking, tough-talking babe from the 
outlaw asteroids. The pirate captain seated beside her was even rougher. 


He was on the radio with the Auriga. 


“My name is Elgyn, my ship is the Betty, and my authorization code 
is ‘go to hell,’ son! Now open the damn bay or General Perez is gonna do a 
Wichita stomp on your butt!” 


He turned to the woman. “Hillard, bring us in on a three-oh descent. 
Ride the parallel.” 


“Darlin’, it's done!” 


Elgyn brushed her cheek affectionately with his hand. “Don't cut 
thrust till six hundred meters. Give ’em a little fright!” 


Hillard nodded and turned back to her screen as Elgyn stood up to 
stretch. After setting her course and locking onto the Auriga's approach 
beam, she toggled the display on her monitor. 


Explosions in Deep Space! — a video game. 


The cockpit of the pirate ship was, in fact, filled with games. The 
crew of the Betty loved them. 


In the back of the cockpit, a muscular black man was carefully 
strapping a complicated sequence of cords and pulleys to his forearm. 


Elgyn joined him. “We’re coming in, Christie,” he said. “Time to 
enjoy a little of Perez's hospitality.” 


“Oh, great!” Christie said. “Army food.” 


Elgyn helped him pull down his sleeves to cover the pulleys and 
cords. “It'll keep us till we can get the family wagon up to spec. Assuming 
the natives are friendly.” 


Christie regarded him with concern. “We expecting any trouble?” 
“From Perez?” Elgyn shook his head. “I doubt it. But it's better to be 


on guard.” 


In the engine room of the Betty, a man and a woman were busy with 
the constant maintenance that an aging asteroid cruiser required. 


Call had short dark hair and eyes that managed to be both sad and 
merry at the same time. She handed tools and parts to Vriess, who was on 
his back under the power unit, with only his legs sticking out. 


Vriess was whistling a tune. Call picked it up. They enjoyed working 
together 


On the catwalk above, a big-jawed hulk of a pirate crept forward, 
unseen. Ugly scars covered his face. One of them was his mouth. 


He pulled a knife from his belt and let it dangle over Vriess's 
outstretched legs. 


He dropped it, point down. 


The knife stuck into Vriess's leg. Vriess kept on whistling, 
undisturbed. 


Hearing a cruel laugh, Call looked up. “What's wrong with you, 
Johner?” 


“Just a little target practice,” Johner said. “Vriess isn't complaining.” 


Vriess rolled his creeper out from under the power unit and saw the 
knife sticking in his leg. 


“Goddamit!” 


He hit a lever, and the back of the creeper raised up, converting it into 
a wheelchair. 


“You son of a whore!” Vriess yelled, throwing a wrench at Johner. 


“Oh, come on!” Johner laughed, stepping aside so the wrench clanged 
against the steel wall of the engine room. “You didn't feel a thing!” 


Call pulled the knife from Vriess's leg and wiped it off. There was 
little blood, and no feeling; Vriess was paralyzed from the waist down. 
“You are an inbred bastard, you know that?” she said. 


“T'll take that knife back now,” Johner said. 


Call stared at him with burning hatred. She was about to send the 
knife back special delivery, through the air, when Vriess stopped her with 
his hand. 


“Call, forget it. He's been sucking down too much home brew.” 


Call jammed the blade of Johner's knife into a wall seam, and 
twisted — 


Snap! 
With a smile, she showed Johner the handle. 


“Don't push me, little Annalee,” Johner said angrily. “You hang with 
us a while, you'll learn I'm not the man with which to mess!” 


He turned and stalked off. 


Vriess shook his head. “We really have to start associating with a 


better class of people!” 
i 
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The giant doors of the docking bay opened, and the Betty slid into the 
belly of the Auriga. 


Electromagnets whined, pulling the tiny ship into the dock with a 
loud clang. 


The doors opened, and the crew emerged, walking — or in the case of 
Elgyn, sauntering; or in the case of Johner, skulking; or in the case of 
Vriess, wheeling — into the huge docking bay of the government ship. 


Their colorful outfits contrasted severely with the uniforms of the 
soldiers who met them. 


Each member of the Betty's crew was searched. Christie, bare-chested 
beneath his long-sleeved tunic, shook his head wryly at the intrusion. 


A sensor blinked on a security guard's glove and he stopped Johner. 
“No firearms allowed on board, sir.” 


Johner opened his jacket to show what he was carrying — only a 
thermos. “Moonshine. My own. Way more dangerous.” 


“Sorry, sir,” said the soldier. 


A laugh came from Elgyn, the leader of the pirate band. “What!? Do 
you think we’re going to hijack the vessel. All six of us?” 


“No,” said a voice from a catwalk above. 
It was Perez, commander of the Auriga. 


“T think one of your asshole crew is going to get drunk and put a 
bullet through the hull. We are in space, Elgyn!” 


But Perez motioned for the soldiers to let the crew pass. 
“Want to check the chair?” Vriess wisecracked as he rolled by. 


The soldiers motioned him on through. 


Money. 


Still green, though no longer rectangular. 


The bills stacked in front of Perez were small and square. The face on 
them would have seemed strange to someone from the twentieth century, 
but the denomination was familiar enough. 


They were thousand dollar bills. Stacks of them. 
“This wasn't easy to come by,” Perez said. 


“Neither was our cargo,” said Elgyn, facing him across the desk in the 
commander's private office. “You’re not pleading poverty, are you?” 


Perez shook his head. “I mean the bills. Hardly anyone uses cash 
these days.” 


“Just the ones that don't like their every transaction recorded. The 
fringe element. Like you, for example.” 


Perez ignored the insult. “Drink?” he asked. 


Without waiting for an answer, he peeled the lid off a small plastic 
cartridge, and dropped a brown cube from it into a glass. He passed the 
glass under a laser and handed it to Elgyn. 


The cube had turned into an amber liquid. 


“Sure,” said Elgyn, taking it; single malt was rare in space. “I'm 
guessing that whatever you've got going out here isn't exactly approved by 
Congress.” 


Perez answered by changing the subject. “Where’d you pick up the 
new fish?” 


“Call? Out by the handle; she was looking for a maintenance gig.” 
“Makes an impression,” said Perez. 


“She is severely cute, isn't she,” said Elgyn. “And the very devil with 
a socket wrench. I think Vriess somewhat pines.” 


Elgyn picked up a stack of the thousand dollar bills and smelled it, 
closing his eyes with pleasure. 


“She is awfully curious about this little transaction,’ he went on. 
“You can hardly blame her. Awfully cloak-and-dagger...” 


Perez cut him off. “This is an army operation.” 


Elgyn shrugged. “Most army research labs don't have to operate 
outside regulated space. And they don't call for the kind of cargo we 
brought.” 


“Do you want something, Elgyn?” 


“Just bed and board,” the pirate said. “Couple of days’ worth. And 
Vriess will want to snag a few spare parts. If we’re not imposing.” 


Perez sat ramrod straight. “Not at all,” he said coldly. “Keep out of 
the restricted areas, don't start any fights, and mi casa is yours, too.” 


Elgyn nodded. 


“T trust, of course,’ 
business.” 
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Perez said, “that you can mind your own 


Elgyn raised his glass. “I'm famous for it.” 


In the dock of the Auriga, the soldiers waited; one thing soldiers 
know how to do, is wait. 


A hatch raised, and a ramp lowered. 
Two carts were trundled out of the snug little cargo bay of the Betty. 


Call and Christie accompanied them. Call pressed a button on a hand 
controller, and the carts motored off the ramp. 


The soldiers watched, bumers at the ready. 


Each cart held three metal boxes, coffin-shaped and coffin-sized, with 
Plexiglas face plates. Inside each box was a man — or a woman. Dead or 
sleeping, it was impossible to tell. 


Call and Christie guided the carts out of the enormous cargo bay of 
the Auriga and down a long corridor. 


At the end of the corridor was a door; over it, a sign — RESTRICTED 
AREA. 


Two guards watched the carts approach. One knocked on the door. 


It slid open. Wren stood in the doorway, holding a clipboard. His face 
was creased with a cold smile. 


Call and Christie started to guide the carts through, but they were 
stopped by the guards. Not a word was spoken. 


The guards took the carts. The door closed. Call looked at the closed 
door, then at Christie, who shrugged, his eyes blank. 


She turned and started back toward the Betty. Not a word was spoken. 


A Plexi face plate slid down, exposing a woman's face. Another face 
plate, a man's face. 


A third, a fourth... 


Six rectangular cryo-chambers were arranged in a half circle in the 
center of the Auriga's central lab. They stood on end, like a Stonehenge of 
coffins. 


Wren and Gediman watched from the window of an adjacent corridor. 
Wren directed events in the lab with his laptop computer. 


He pressed ENTER, and with a distant hydraulic moan, the tops of the 
six cryo-chambers were inserted into six glass cylinders. 


In each cylinder, there was a leathery egg the size of a football. 
The eggs were oozing. 


As Gediman and Wren watched on the monitors, all six eggs began to 
quiver and pulsate with life. 


Each egg was opposite a human face. One of the humans was waking 
up. A woman. 


Her eyelids fluttered, then opened. 


Just as the egg in the cup in front of her opened. Then two more eggs 
opened. 


And two more. 


Until all six were open, and something was beginning to crawl out of 
each, hungrily... 


BOOM 
BOOM 
BOOM 


The basketball was adjusted for .77 faux gravity so that Ripley was 
able to dribble perfectly. 


She wondered where she had learned to do it. There was so much 
about her memories that she didn't understand. 


Five strangers entered the Auriga's gym; colorfully dressed, strangers. 
Pirates, in fact. 


One of them came over to Ripley, his broad ugly face decorated with 
a lascivious grin. “Oh, my,” said Johner. 


Ripley said nothing, concentrating on her dribbling. 
“How about a little one-on-one?” 

Ripley still said nothing. 

“What do you say?” 

“Get away from me.” 

“Why should I?” 

“You'll regret it,” Ripley said. 


Johner pulled her to him, whispering into her neck: “Are you gonna 
hurt me, then? I think I might enjoy that!” 


He gave her an ugly smile. 


Ripley smiled back — and followed up with an elbow jab to the big 
man's belly. 


Then she pivoted and smashed her fist into his face, sending him 
spinning across the faux hardwood floor, into a pile of gym equipment. 


Johner's colleagues — they could hardly be called friends — 
watched, amazed. 


Hillard, the female pilot, was the first to move. Like a striking cougar, 
she jumped on Ripley's back. 


Ripley threw her over one shoulder and onto the floor, then hurled the 
basketball after her. 


It hit like a cannonball and Hillard collapsed, out of breath. 


Ripley turned just in time to see Christie swinging a padded fighting 
staff at her. Instead of ducking, she took it full in the face, without 
flinching. 


Christie swung again, and again Ripley took the hit. A thin trickle of 
blood ran from her nose. 


The third hit was Christie's last. 


Ripley yanked the staff from the black man's hand, then knocked him 
flat with a single blow. 


A silence fell over the gym, broken only by the heavy breathing of 
Johner and Christie's agonized moans. 


“Ripley! bb) 


Ripley looked up and saw Wren, standing with four soldiers whose 
guns were pointed straight at her. 


Call, who had been watching the fight with Vriess from the sidelines, 
looked up startled when she heard Ripley's name. 


Everyone backed off, leaving Ripley alone in the center of the gym. 
“Let's not have a scene,” Wren said. 

Ripley got to her feet. “He smells,” she said. 

Johner was gasping with pain. “What the hell are you?” he asked. 


Ripley didn't answer. She wiped the blood from her nose. Then she 
picked up the loose basketball with one hand and threw it casually over her 
shoulder, into the net. 


And left the gym. 


Wren turned to Gediman. “She is something of a predator, isn't she?” 


Gediman laughed. “Well, the guy does smell!” 


The two men followed Ripley and the soldiers out of the gym. Their 
feet barely missed the drop of Ripley's blood — which was sizzling like 
acid, melting its way through the floor. 


“OQooooohhhh! 
“ Aaaaaabhhh!” 


Hillard was moaning with pleasure. She lay nude on her bed, enjoying 
the feeling that ran all the way through her body from the soles of her 
feet — 


Literally from the soles of her feet. 


Elgyn was giving her a foot massage, whether as postscript or prelude 
to other, more conventional forms of pleasure, we will never know... 
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Meanwhile, in the commander's stateroom, Perez was enjoying his 
own secret pleasure. 


He was polishing his boots. 


Even though they already shone mirror bright, he melted more wax 
and rubbed it in. 


Harder and harder. For this simple act thrilled him all the way to the 
starched military center of his being... 
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Meanwhile, in the storage rooms of the Auriga, a wheeled device was 
negotiating the narrow turns. 


It was Vriess in his wheelchair, picking up spare parts for the Betty. 
He was doing what he liked best — stealing. 


He grabbed a box of diodes and then, after looking around to make 
sure no one had seen him, took another. 


Meanwhile, in the Auriga's main crew lounge, the TV blared an 
infomercial for a weightless bodybuilding device. It was pointless here on 
the Auriga, which was equipped, like most modem ships, with .77 faux 
gravity. 


Christie and Johner were sprawled in front of the TV, doing what they 
liked best. 


Drinking. 


Call joined them. Johner offered her a shot of his home brew and, 
perhaps feeling a little suicidal, she swigged it down. 
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Meanwhile, deep in the restricted area of the Auriga, Gediman was 
doing what he liked best. 


Watching. 


Hitting an electronic controller, he brought one of the glass cages up 
against the window of the observation room. 


Inside the cage were two aliens — nightmare creatures with long, 
curved foreheads and razorsharp teeth. They seemed to be either dead or 
sleeping. 


As Gediman watched, a third alien entered the cage from the back, 
slithering between the first two. 


Its eyes and Gediman's locked. 


Gediman came closer to the inch-thick Plexiglas, until his face was 
just inches from the face of the monster. 


The alien drew back its lips in what might have been a smile. 
A scaly tongue snaked forth. 


“Is that a distended externa lingua?” Gediman joked. “Or are you just 
glad to see me?” 


He put his hand against the glass, and then his face — enjoying the 
thrill of being so close, and yet... 


Splakk! 


He jumped back as the alien's tongue struck the glass with a shock 
that he could feel even through the inch-thick Plexi. 


Gediman backed up to the control board of the observation module. 
Without taking his eyes off the alien, he punched the big, red, blinking 
failsafe button. 


Ssssssss! 

The cage filled with icy smoke as jets of liquid nitrogen spewed into 
it. 

The alien fell, screaming silent screams that Gediman could not hear, 
but could nevertheless enjoy. 

The nitrogen fog cleared. 


The alien started toward the glass again. With a cold smile, Gediman 
placed his hand over the failsafe button. 


The alien froze — and regarded the scientist with implacable and 
unearthly hatred. 


“So,” Gediman said, his hand still poised above the button. “We’re a 
fast learner, huh?” 


The audience on the infomercial applauded the host's every move. It 
was unbelievably stupid — and Call seemed unbelievably drunk. 


She wobbled as she handed the thermos back to Johner. “Wow!” she 
said. “What did you put in that stuff, battery acid?” 


Johner rewarded her with a thin smile. “Just to add a little color,” he 
called after her, as she staggered drunkenly out of the lounge. 


As soon as she was alone in the corridor, Call stopped staggering. She 
wasn't drunk at all. 


Looking around to make sure she wasn't being watched, she walked 
down the long curving hallway, until she reached a door marked 
RESTRICTED AREA. 


Reaching into the pocket of her coveralls, she took out a locksmith's 
ring, containing a series of counterfeit breath sprays. 


She punched in a code. When the light started flashing, she tried the 
sprays one by one. 


The light stopped flashing on the fourth try. 


The door slid open a crack, and Call slipped into the darkness of 
Ripley's cell. 


Ripley was asleep on the floor. 


As Call tiptoed toward her, a shadow slid across the floor. She 
froze — but it was only the guard, passing over the grate overhead. 


Call extended her hand with a quick twist, and a stiletto emerged from 
her sleeve — a foot long and wicked sharp. With the point of the stiletto, 


she opened Ripley's shirt. 


When she saw the scar between Ripley's breasts, Call hesitated. Too 
long. 


“Well?” 
A hand grabbed her wrist. 


Ripley was awake, staring at her with burning eyes. “You gonna kill 
me, or what?” 


“There's no point, is there?” Call said. She tried to pull away, but 
Ripley's grip on her wrist was too strong. 


“They've already taken it out,” said Call, nodding toward the scar. 
“Where is it? Is it on board the Auriga?” 


Ripley smiled. “You mean — my baby?” 


“T don't understand,” Call said. “If they've got it, why are they 
keeping you alive?” 


“They’re curious,” said Ripley. “I'm the latest thing.” 


Call stared at the thing called Ripley with a look wavering between 
disgust and pity. After a long moment, pity won. “I can make it all stop, if 
you want,” she said. “The pain — this nightmare...” She glanced down at 
the stiletto. 


In answer, Ripley opened her palm and pressed it against the point of 
the blade. “What makes you think I would do that?” 


“Tt's all I can offer you.” 


Ripley pushed against the blade, and the point went all the way 
through her hand. 


She stopped, impaled; her face marked by a thin smile. 
“Who are you?” Call asked. 
“Ripley, Ellen, Lieutenant first class, Number 36706.” 


Call shook her head as if to deny what she heard. “Ellen Ripley died 
two hundred years ago.” 


Ripley pulled her hand back, grimacing at the pain as the blade pulled 
from her flesh. “What do you know about it?” 


“T've read Morse. I've read all the banned histories. Ripley gave her 
life to protect us from the beast. You’re not her.” 


“T'm not? What am I then?” 


“A thing,” said Call. She showed Ripley the knife blade, melting from 
her blood. “You are a test construct. They grew you in a lab!” 


“But only God can make a tree,” Ripley said coolly. 
“And now they've brought the beast out of you.” 
“Not all the way out.” 

“What?” 

“Tt's in my head, behind my eyes.” 


Call studied the pain in Ripley's face, and tried one last appeal. “Help 
me stop them, Ripley. If there's anything human in you at all, help me stop 
them before this thing gets loose!” 


“Tt's too late.” Ripley raised her hand to Call's forehead as if to 
strike — then touched her almost tenderly. “I've come to terms with the 
idea. It's inevitable.” 


“Not as long as I'm around!” 
“You'll never get out of here alive,” said Ripley. 
“T don't give a damn,” muttered Call. 


“Really?” Ripley lashed out and grabbed Call by the throat. Call 
swung with the melting blade — but missed. Ripley caught her wrist 
again, squeezing harder and harder until Call gasped with pain and 
dropped the knife. 


Ripley looked into the girl's eyes with what might almost have been 
compassion. “I can make it stop,” she mocked. 


And she let go. Call fell to the floor of the cell, breathless. 
“Go, get out of here!” Ripley said scornfully. “They’re looking for 
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you. 


Scrambling backward across the floor, Call opened the cell door and 
tumbled out, into the corridor — only to feel a burner pressed against the 
side of her head. 


She froze. Her arms were gripped by two soldiers. 


Wren spat. “I think you are going to find this was ill-advised.” He 
turned and asked the soldiers, “Where are her friends?” 


“Mess hall.” 


“Sound the alarm,” said Wren. “I want them rounded up — now!” 


The Auriga's huge mess hall fell silent as the door slid open and a 
squad of soldiers shoved Call into the room. 


Elgyn and Hillard followed, still dazed with sleep. 


The three joined the rest of the Betty's crew in a small, confused 
group, surrounded by nasty-looking soldiers armed with nastier-looking 
weapons. 


“What the hell is going on here?” Elgyn demanded. 
“Looks like a double-cross, boss,” said Christie. 


Wren stepped forward. “Where is the other one — with the 
wheelchair?” 


A scuffle broke out. “Get your hands off me!” Johner shouted to a 
soldier. 


Elgyn approached Wren. “Doctor, talk to me. What's going on?” 


Wren studied him coolly. “You’re gonna tell me who you’re working 
for, right now — or you'll be screaming it when we get through with you.” 


Call's voice came from across the mess hall. “Wren, they got nothing 
to do with this.” 


Hillard looked at the girl, surprised. “To do with what?” 


“Everybody calm down,” said Elgyn. “We can work this out. There's 
no need to get emotional.” 


Christie stood beside Elgyn with his two massive arms behind his 
back. Unseen by the soldiers, his rippling shoulder muscles activated the 
twin pulleys in his sleeves — and two small pistols slid out into his hands. 


Wren didn't notice; he was busy with Elgyn. He stuck his face directly 
into the pirate captain’s. “Do you know what the penalties for terrorist 
activities are?” 


“Terrorist?” repeated Johner, shocked. 


“There's no damn terrorists on my crew!” Elgyn shouted. He turned to 
the newest member. “Call, what's this about?” 


“T don't care if you’re in on it or not,” said Wren to Elgyn. “You 
brought a subversive onto a military vessel, and as far as I'm concerned, 
you fry with her. You hear me?” 


Elgyn's eyes grew hard. “I do. Christie?” 


The black man stood as still as a statue, his hands behind his back. At 
Elgyn's nod, he drew the two pistols from behind his back — 


And started shooting, pivoting as he fired, like the turret of a 
battleship. 


BLAM! 

BLAM! 

BLAM! 

BLAM! 

Four of the soldiers fell, thrown backward by the high-impact shells. 
A fifth soldier aimed his automatic — 

BLAM! 

Christie blew him away without even pausing to take aim. 


Meanwhile, Johner was trying frantically to unscrew the stuck lid of 
his thermos. The lid slipped in his sweaty hands, then opened, exposing the 
grip of a pistol. 


Without bothering to pull the barrel free, Johner aimed at the nearest 
soldier. 


The thermos exploded — and so did the soldier. His ruined body flew 
backward, across the floor. 


“Stop!” 
The room fell still. 
The order came from a soldier who held a gun at Christie's head. 


“Raise your hands!” 


Christie complied, slowly, until the pistols in his hands were pointed 
harmlessly toward the ceiling of the mess hall. 


The soldier held his weapon steady, still aimed at Christie's head. 
Christie looked up, calculating swiftly, then squeezed the trigger. 
BLAM! 


The bullet went straight up, ricocheted off the corner of the ceiling — 
and came straight down through the soldier's helmet, collapsing him into a 


wad of dead meat on the floor. 
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RAARRAARRAA! 


A shipwide alarm went off. In the lab, Gediman and a female 
technician looked up at a monitor on the wall. 


On the screen, they saw Christie stepping over dead soldiers to place 
a pistol against Wren's head. “Damn!” said Gediman. 


“Damn!” whispered the woman behind him. 


In the mess hall, while Christie held Wren at gunpoint, Johner 
disarmed the last surviving soldier. 


“Nice and easy, Distephano,” he said, reading the soldier's name tag. 
Call stepped forward. “I'm going to finish this,” she said. 


But Elgyn reached out and grabbed her by the hair. “You’re goin’ 
nowhere, Annalee!” 


sy 


In the lab, Gediman and the female tech watched the encounter in the 
mess hall on the video monitors that connected every sector of the ship. 


They weren't the only ones watching. 


In one of the cages, two aliens paced nervously behind the thick glass. 
They watched the monitor, sensing the conflict. They watched the 
scientists, sensing their fear. They watched the red fail-safe button, 
blinking unnoticed on the desk. 


The two aliens turned and looked at each other. Then they turned and 
looked toward a third alien cowering in the back of the cage. 


Baring their shining teeth, they slithered toward it, moving in perfect, 
deadly unison. 


Screams erupted inside the cage as the two aliens shot their lethal 
segmented tongues into the head of the third alien, causing it to explode in 


a shower of blood. 
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“What was that?” Gediman turned and saw a spray of blood inside the 
cage, tails furiously whipping in frenzy. 


He ran to the glass. Inside the cage, he saw the remains of the 
murdered alien lying in a pool of blood. 


The blood was sizzling, bubbling, smoking... eating a hole in the 
floor of the cage! 


Gediman ran to the desk and hit the fail-safe button. The female tech 
stood to one side, transfixed with horror, watching as the icy nitrogen gas 


sprayed through the cage... 
Too late! 


Gediman ran back to the glass, just in time to see a tail slither and 
disappear into the hole in the floor of the empty cage. 


Far below, in her lonely isolation cell, Ripley awoke from one 
nightmare — into another. 


She sat upright, her heart pounding. 
Her senses painfully alert. 


Something was happening. Something terrible. Something 
inevitable... 


In the lab, the cage door slid open. 
Gediman stood in the doorway, cautiously looking in. 


The three-foot-wide hole in the center of the cage showed just what 
had happened. 


Signaling for the woman to wait in the doorway, Gediman crept 
toward the hole and looked in. Darkness. 


“Damn!” said Gediman. “They could be anywhere!” 


As he spoke, a lizard-like hand appeared at the edge of the hole, just 
under the lip. 


Striking as fast as lightning, it reached up and grabbed Gediman's 
head, and pulled him down — 


He fell over the edge of the hole, into the darkness. 


The woman in the doorway watched in silence as Gediman 
disappeared. She stood silently for a long time, her chin quivering. 


Then, methodically, she began to scream. And scream. And scream. 


In the mess hall, the standoff between the pirates and the soldiers was 
over. The standoff between the pirates and the pirates was just beginning. 


Call was trying to explain to Elgyn what Wren was doing. “He's 
conducting illegal experiments! He's breeding!” 


“She's a goddam mole,” Johner broke in, pointing at Call. “Ice the 
bitch!” 


“Listen to me!” Call pleaded. “He's breeding an alien species in there. 
It's more than dangerous. If they get loose, it'll make the Lacerta Worm 
Plague look like a square dance!” 


“Hey!” Christie broke in. “Listen...” 


The squabbling pirates fell silent. From far away, a faint screaming 
was heard. It got louder and louder. 


Then shots were heard. Glass breaking. More screams. 


Wren cocked his head, trying to figure out where the hideous sounds 
were coming from. 


The lab. 


“No!” he cried. 


The lab was a wreck. 


The soldier who had just entered stifled his nausea at the sight of the 
torn bodies strewn about. 


Mostly soldiers. One was a woman, in a lab coat. 


The windows of all the cages were shattered. Broken glass littered the 
floor. 


The soldier approached one of the cages. He stuck his head inside, 
cautiously. 


It was empty. 
He stepped in. 


Behind him, in the center of the lab, the fail-safe button still flashed 
on the desk. 


From above, a segmented tongue lashed down and pushed the button. 
Inside the cages, gas jets spewed nitrogen. 


The soldier was enveloped in an icy cloud. He tried to call for help, 
but as the super-cold nitrogen filled his lungs, they froze and shattered in 
his chest. 


He raised his arm, and it snapped off at the elbow. 


He fell, breaking into pieces on the floor of the empty cage like a 


glass figurine. 
G 
4 
@ 


In her lonely cell, Ripley listened. 


She heard the screams, the shots, the sounds of chaos unleashed. 
She laughed. 

Then she heard a long silence. 

She smiled. 

Then she heard a knock on the door of her cell. 


Someone — or something — was trying to get in. Ripley's smile 
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“To the lifeboats!” 


Perez directed the crew of the Auriga as they fled through the 
corridors. 


The evacuation was orderly. One by one, the soldiers slid down a 
fireman's pole toward the first lifeboat. 


With perfect military precision, they strapped themselves in. 


Perez hurried a latecomer through the air lock, into the lifeboat — not 
noticing the slithering alien that also slipped in behind him. 


Until he heard the screams. They echoed inside the tiny craft. Blood 
spattered the porthole, and ran down the glass. 


Human blood. 


The hatch opened. A hand, and then a terrified face appeared — and 
were suddenly pulled back down. 


More screams. 


Perez stepped forward, his face grim. He pulled the pin on a grenade 
and tossed it down the hatch just as the automatic air lock closed. 


“Eject!” 


The lifeboat was hurled from the Auriga. As soon as it was clear, 
Perez triggered the electronic controller for the grenade. 


And the lifeboat exploded, raining debris and bodies into space and 
splattering them against the side of the ship. 


Attention! 


Perez stood with his hand to his brow in a smart, sharp, final salute to 
the men lost in the lifeboat. He listened as the shattered remains of his men 
rained against the hull of the Auriga. 


There was silence. 
And then — a sound. 
A slight, soft slithering. 


Perez froze. There was something behind him. Something big. He 
could feel it coming closer. 


And closer. 


He lowered his hand slowly, not wanting to make a sudden move. He 
felt a tap on the back of his skull. 


Quick, painless, almost playful. 


Perez reached back and felt the back of his head. It felt funny. It was 
wet. 


Something was tangled in his hair. He scooped it onto his fingertips 
and looked at it. 


Soft, warm; like pink scrambled eggs. It smelled sweet. Perez was a 
little surprised, when he realized what it was, that it didn't look more 
familiar. 


It was his own brain. 


Mercifully, the darkness came — and Perez fell, unconscious, just as 
the shadowy giant behind him bent down to feed. 
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The sound of the lifeboat explosion spread all through the giant ship, 
even to the mess hall. 


Over the loudspeakers, the ship's computer-voice was droning, 
“Emergency! Evacuate immediately...” 


“No way!” Wren answered. Ignoring the gun at his head, he turned to 
Call. “What have you done?” he demanded. 


“Me?” she protested. 


“Let's get out of here!” Elgyn said, his voice breaking through the 
panic. “We make for the Betty.” 


“The Betty's all the way across the ship!” Hillard said. “Who knows 
what's in between?” 

The surviving soldier, Distephano, grabbed Wren's arm. “Sir, we have 
to go.” He tumed to Elgyn. “Let him go. No quarrel.” 


Elgyn shook his head emphatically. “You can have him when we’re 
off. Not before.” 


The pirate leader scooped up a gun from the floor and started for the 
mess hall door. Christie was right behind him, dragging Wren at gunpoint. 
Johner held a gun on Distephano and Call. 


“What about Vriess?” Hillard asked. 


“Hell with Vriess!” spat Johner, as they all followed Elgyn out the 
door. 


Vriess was making his way down a long corridor, toward the mess 
hall. 


He had heard the shouts, the screams, the shots. He knew something 
was up. But he didn't know what. 


He rolled his wheelchair cautiously along the corridor. Then he heard 
a slithering sound in the ceiling just overhead. 


Vriess rolled forward a few feet. 
The slithering followed. 


Vriess stopped and reached down along the side of his wheelchair. He 
grabbed the arm and twisted. It came free. 


He grabbed a piece of the chair's frame from the other side, and 
twisted it free. 


He clicked the two pieces together, expertly assembling an ultra-light 
automatic rifle. A third piece from the bottom of the chair snapped into 
place — a magazine loaded with exploding hollowpoint shells. 


Carefully, quietly, Vriess aimed the pistol-stock rifle straight up at the 
ceiling. And fired... 


BADABADABADA! 


A hideous screech came from the ceiling. The slithering turned into a 
scrabbling. A dark stain spread — 


A drop of blood fell, unnoticed, and hit Vriess's leg. 


It sizzled through his pants and ate into the numb flesh of his 
paralyzed thigh. Another drop followed. 


Hearing the sizzling, and smelling the burning flesh, Vriess looked 
down — and saw the alien blood drops eating into his leg. 


He spun the wheels and rolled backward, out of the way — just as a 
third drop hit him on the ear. 


“Aaaaah!” Vriess tried to stifle his scream. Then he saw the wounded 
alien clawing a hole through the ceiling. 


It opened its tooth-filled maw, ready to drop. 


Vriess let go and screamed — “AAAAAHHHHHhbhh!” — as he 
emptied the magazine of his gun into the alien monster. 
BADABADABADA! 


Ripley had visitors. They were at the door of her cell, methodically 
smashing it. 


First their scaly hands, and then their segmented tails appeared as the 
door bent inward. They screeched like giant insects. 


Ripley looked around her cell for a weapon. A way out. Anything! 
There was nothing to see but a metal fuse box, set into the wall. 


She hammered at it with her fists until the metal bent. Then she pulled 
the sharp ends apart, spreading them to expose the metal-shielded wiring 
underneath. 


Behind her, the door was almost battered open. The aliens were wild 
with anticipation; their teeth gleamed wickedly in the dim light. 


With a sudden, decisive stroke, Ripley sliced her hand open on the 
sharp metal edge of the fuse box. Then she reached in and grabbed the 
shielded electrical cables with her bloody hand. The plastic and metal 
sizzled as her blood ate through the insulation, into the wires. 


The sizzling was joined by a sharp electrical buzz and crackle, just as 
the door fell inward with a crash. 


And the cell went dark. 


Hugging the floor, Ripley slipped out the door in the confusion, 
leaving the slithering feet behind her in the darkness. 


A few decks down, Elgyn's ragtag pirate crew was desperately trying 
to reach the bay where the Betty was docked. 


They slipped into a dark corner just in time to avoid a squad of 
soldiers running for a lifeboat. 


As soon as the coast was clear, they ran off down the corridor, with 
Hillard in the lead. 


Elgyn brought up the rear. He saw a Draco doublebumer that had 
been dropped by one of the soldiers, and he stopped to pick it up. 


He was just slinging it over his shoulder when he noticed another, 
even better, gun a few feet away. A Lacrima 99! 


The Lacrima lay beside a hole in the floor. 
Elgyn started to pick it up, then paused, suspicious, suspecting a trap. 


But he was too late. Slithering hands grabbed his feet and pulled him 
down, into the hole. 


He stopped himself with his outstretched arms. But the aliens’ teeth 
were already at work, devouring him from below. 


“Elgyn! Elgyn!” 


Led by Hillard, the pirates came back for their leader — only to 
watch him die a hideous death. They pulled him from the floor and saw a 
huge hole in his chest where his heart had been. 


“Let's go!” Hillard yelled. They tumed to go, but the way was 
blocked. A huge alien stood nearby, its arms and tail writhing. 


The pirates dropped Elgyn and he fell back over the hole in the floor. 
There was only one way to go — back, into the dark corridor. But it was a 
dead end. 


“Ssshhhh!” Christie and Johner crept back and looked around the 
comer. 


They froze. The alien was coming straight toward them, its giant tail 
snaking across the floor. Its mouth was oozing slime, anticipating the 
coming meal. 


It stepped over Elgyn's lifeless body. 
The body moved! 


The alien paused, looking down at the dead man. It sniffed the 
gruesome hole in his chest. 


Suddenly the barrel of a Lacrima 99 emerged from the hole in Elgyn's 
chest — and fired. 


BLAM! 
The alien fell back, oozing blood and guts onto the floor. 


Christie and Johner started breathing again. They stepped into the 
open, with the rest of the crew of the Betty, plus Wren and Distephano, 
behind them. 


With their guns at the ready, they took one step toward the dead alien. 
Then another... 


Elgyn's body moved again. It rolled to one side, and Ripley climbed 
out of the hole in the floor. She held the rifle in her hand. 


While the crew watched, speechless, Ripley knelt over Elgyn's body 
and started going through his pockets. 


Hillard was the first to speak. “Leave him alone!” 


Ignoring her, Ripley took the ammunition from Elgyn's pocket and 
reloaded the Lacrima. 


Then she bent over the dead alien and ripped out its tongue with a 
fierce battle cry. She handed the oozing segmented member to Call. “Here. 
It'll make a great necklace.” 


Call took it, horrified. 


“What do we do now?” Johner asked. 


“Same thing we were doing,” Christie said. “We get the hell out of 
here!” 


“What if there are more of them?” Johner whined. “Let's stay here 
and let the army guys deal with them. I mean — where are the army 


guys?” 
“They’re dead,” Call said flatly. 


Johner stepped up to the prisoner, Wren. He drew his gun. “We don't 
need this creep anymore.” 


Distephano put his face between Johner and Wren. “Step back!” the 
soldier barked. 


Call pulled at Johner's arm. “Stop it!” 


Johner whirled on the girl. “You got no authority here! Christie is 
second in command.” 


“We’re not killing anybody!” Call said — then added, “except in self- 
defense!” 


Christie slung his rifle and looked at Wren with an ironic smile. He 
nodded toward the giant alien corpse. “That thing, Doctor. That's your 
pet?” 


“Yes.” 

“And there are others? How many?” 

Wren looked almost guilty. “A dozen.” 

“A dozen!” whined Johner. “We’re screwed!” 

“There'll be more,” Ripley said coldly. “Many, many more.” 


Everyone turned to look at her. She was crouched on the floor like a 
cougar ready to spring. 


“They'll breed,” she said simply. “In a few hours, there'll be twice that 
number.” 


Ripley stood up and walked over to join the group. “So how do we 
get off this boat?” 


The crew of the Betty looked at her nervously. 


“Wait a second here,” Call said. “You’re not coming with us!” She 
turned to the others. “She was the host for these monsters. Wren cloned her 
because she had one of those inside her.” 


“That explains a lot,” said Christie. 

“She's too much of a risk,” said Call. “Let's leave her here.” 

“T gotta go with Call on this one,” Johner said. 

Christie shook his head slowly, overruling them both. “She comes.” 


“She's not human!” Call protested. “She's part of his experiment — ” 
She pointed at Wren. “And she could turn on us in a minute!” 


Christie picked up Elgyn's Draco doubleburmer. “I don't give a good 
damn whether you people can get along or not. If we’re gonna survive this 
mess, we all work together. We all get off this boat. Then it's every man for 
his lonesome self.” 


He handed the extra rifle to Distephano. 
Call pointed to Ripley. “You can't trust her!” 


Christie nodded toward the captive soldier he had just armed. “I don't 
trust anybody.” 


Hillard was saying farewell. Her eyes flooded with tears, she covered 
Elgyn's face with her coat. 


Johner looked down, and for an instant lost his mocking grin. “Vaya 
con Dios, man,” he said. 


When Hillard stood up, Call put a sympathetic hand on her shoulder, 
but the pilot pulled away, distrustful. 


Ripley watched it all with a thin, cold smile. 
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The vast lower decks of the Auriga were deserted. 


Christie led his litthe band through the empty corridors, winding 
toward the other side of the ship where the Betty waited in the dock. 


They crept past a bank of elevators, one by one. 
Ding. 


Christie turned, his gun at the ready. Beads of sweat broke out on his 
forehead. Johner, Distephano, Hillard, and Call stood beside him, guns 
armed and raised. 


The doors slowly opened. 


It was dark inside the elevator. But something was in there. 
Something low and squat with a not-quite-human shape. 


Christie was just about to fire when the lights came on. 


It was Vriess, in his wheelchair. His gun was aimed out at the 
corridor. He looked just as terrified as his comrades. 


They all lowered their guns. 
“Oh, man!” Johner said, relieved. 
“Vriess!” Call said, her voice warm. 


“Hey, what you guys doin’?” Vriess asked in a mock casual tone. He 
winked at his favorite, Call: “Hey, Annalee!” 


“We thought you were toast for certain,” said Christie. 
“You've seen those things?” Vriess asked. 


Several nods answered him. Then Hillard told him about Elgyn's 
death. 


“Can we track those things?” Johner asked. Wren shook his head. 
“Too bad. What if we get to the Betty and they are all over it?” 


“All the activity seems to have been in the aft section, by the 
barracks,” Wren said. “There's no reason to suppose they’d move.” 


“They won't,” Ripley said. 
They all turned and stared at her. 


“They’re breeding,” Ripley explained. “They've got new bodies to 
work on. They'll stay close. If they send anybody out, it'll be here. Where 


the meat is.” 
“The meat!” said Call, with a shudder. “That means us.” 
“They’re breeding — ” mused Christie. “How long does that take?” 
“Hours,” said Ripley. 


“Or less,” put in Wren. “The process has accelerated. Something to do 
with the cloned cells.” 


“Let's get moving then,” said Christie. “The faster we get to the Betty, 
the better.” 


“Well, if we want to make decent time, I say we ditch the cripple,” 
said Johner. He smiled at Vriess. “No offense.” 


Vriess gave him the finger. “None taken.” 
“Nobody gets left behind,” said Hillard. “Not even you, Johner.” 
Christie turned to Distephano. “What's the best route?” 


“The elevators,” said the soldier. “They run straight from the top of 
the ship down to engineering. No stops, but if we can get into the shaft, 
there's a maintenance access tunnel that runs above level one deck. It'll 
take us right to the dock.” 


“Sounds reasonable,” said Christie. 


There was a clicking sound. Vriess was removing the armrests and a 
frame tube from his wheelchair. 


“They never check the chair,” he explained, holding up a sleek Little 
weapon and tossing it to Call. 


“How come she gets a piece?” whined Johner. 
“Let's get on it,” ordered Christie. “We'll go by twos.” 


The crew was just starting to move out when they were stopped by 
Ripley's voice. “We’re moving.” 


“What?” Christie demanded. 
“The ship is moving,” said Ripley. “I can feel it.” 


“This ship has stealth-run,” protested Wren. “Even if it was moving, 
there is no way she could feel it.” 


Call cocked her head to one side. “Ripley's right,” she said. 
“The ship's been going since the attack in the lab,” said Ripley. 
Wren looked around nervously. “It's standard — I think... 


“That's right,” Distephano explained. “If the Auriga suffers any 
serious damage, it autopilots back to home base.” 


Call turned on Wren. “You were planning to let us know this!?” she 
hissed. 


“Tl — forgot,” said Wren lamely. 

“Where's home base?” Hillard asked. 

“Earth.” 

“Oh, no! You bastard!” Call spat at Wren. 

Johner groaned. “Earth? I don't wanna go to that crummy dump.” 


“If those things get to Earth, it'll be disaster,” Call said. “We gotta 
blow the ship!” 


“We don't have to do anything with the ship except get off it,” 
Christie said calmly. “How long till we reach Earth?” 


Distephano looked at his watch. “Three hours. Almost.” 


“Don't you get it?” Call protested. “The Auriga is gonna put down in 
the middle of a heavily populated area. No one will have the slightest idea 
what's coming. We’re gonna be rolling out the red carpet for the end of our 
species.” 


Hillard shrugged. “That's not our problem.” 


“Call,” said Christie, “you are not blowing this ship! Not while we’re 
on it. Once we get outta here, you do as you please.” 


He turned to the newest member of their group. “What are you 
called — Ripley? You mind taking point?” 


She nodded, and the group followed her down the dark corridor. 


Johner brought up the rear, still muttering. “Earth. Man, what a 
slum!” 


The ship was quiet. It was an eerie quiet, promising peril rather than 
peace. 


Ripley led the way down the long corridors. The crew of the Betty 
(and their hostages) followed, guns at the ready. 


Ripley stopped at a corner. The others stopped behind her. 
She cocked her head to listen, then said, “Clear.” 


Johner moved up beside her. He was curious. “You've come up 
against these things before, haven't you?” 


“Yes,” said Ripley. 
“So what did you do?” 
“T died.” 


Johner groaned and dropped back. “That wasn't really what I wanted 
to hear.” 


Distephano pointed to a door. “This way.” 


He led them through. They were in a lab. The electrics were damaged, 
and the lab was lighted by intermittent flashes, like a dance club under a 
strobe. 


The cryo-chambers Christie and Call had carted off the Betty were 
standing upright around the lab. Johner and the others went to look inside 
them. 


Inside each coffin-shaped container was a corpse. Men and a few 
women, all with their chests torn open. 


All with their eyes wide open, still locked on some final image of 
indescribable horror. 


Ripley scanned the comers of the lab. In the intervals of sharp light, 
she saw what appeared to be a terrified face. 


A man. Still alive! 


Ripley started toward him, and he ran at her screaming, brandishing a 
piece of rod. 


“Aaaaahhhh!” 
“Drop the rod, man!” Christie ordered. 


The terrified man dropped the rod. It clattered to the floor. He looked 
at the faces gathered around him. “Wh-what's going on?” he stammered 
weakly. 


Christie bent down and read the name stitched onto his coveralls. 
“What's going on, Purvis, is that we’re getting the hell off this ship!” 


“What ship?” Purvis asked. “Where am I? I was in cryo on the way to 
Xarem, to work for the nickel refinery. I woke up... I don't understand. I 
saw something — horrible! ” 


Call touched him gently on the shoulder. “Come with us,” she said. 
“Tt's too dangerous here for you.” 


Ripley bent down and sniffed the man's chest. Then she looked up 
and said, “Leave him.” 


“No!” Call said. “We’re not leaving anybody on this boat!” 
“He's got one inside him,” Ripley said. “I can smell it.” 
“TIn-inside me?” Purvis asked, his teeth chattering. “What?” 


“Damn!” Johner said. “I don't want one of those things birthing 
anywhere near my ass!” 


“It's a bad risk,” agreed Vriess. 

“We can't just leave him!” Call protested. 

“T thought you came here to stop them from spreading!” Vriess said. 
Call turned to Wren. “Isn't there a process? Can't you stop it?” 

“We got no time for that,” Christie said. 

Wren shook his head. “I couldn't do it here. The lab's torn apart.” 


Christie grew thoughtful. “I could ice him. Painless, back of the head. 
Might be the best way.” 


“There's gotta be another way,” Call insisted. “What if we freeze 
him?” 


Purvis listened to all this with growing terror. “What's inside of 
me?!>?” 


“A parasite,” Wren said. “A foreign element that — ” 


Ripley stepped forward. “There's a monster in your chest,” she told 
Purvis with chilling directness. “These guys hijacked your ship and sold 
your cryo-tube to this guy.” She indicated Wren. “And he put an alien in 
you. In a few hours it'll punch its way through your rib cage and you'll die. 
Any questions?” 


Purvis stared at her, wide-eyed. “Who are you?” 
“T'm the monster's mother.” 
Ripley started toward the exit. The others followed. 


Call helped Purvis to his feet. “He comes with us,” she said. “We can 
freeze him on the Betty, and the doctor can remove the alien later.” 


“All right,” Wren said. 

Johner put his face in Call’s. “Since when are you in charge?” 
“Since you were born a chicken!” she shot back. 

“Ease off, people,” said Vriess. 


“Come on,” Christie said to Purvis. “You might even live. But get 
twitchy on me, and you'll be shot!” 


Another corridor, another door. 
Ripley paused in front of this one, as if sensing a menace behind it. 
On the glass of the door was a sign: “1-7.” 


Ripley looked at the numbers — then at the eight tattooed on her 
wrist. 

She closed her eyes, as if terrified. 

“That's not the way!” Distephano said. 
|? 


“Ripley!” said Christie. “We got no time for sight-seeing 
Ripley opened the door. 


“Ripley — don't!” Wren called out. 
Ripley entered. The others stood behind her, in the doorway. 


She was in a small room filled with clear glass vats. In each vat was a 
fetus, floating in preservative. 


Ripley walked slowly through the room, peering into each vat. 
Number One was a dead human fetus. 


Number Two was mostly human, partly alien. 
Number Three was larger, and more alien. Ditto Number Four. 


Ripley's eyes were wet with tears as she walked around the circle of 
monsters. It was as if she were revisiting her own brief childhood. 


Number Five was almost the size of an adult. It had the mouth and 
teeth of an alien. Number Six had a lizard tail. 


When she reached Number Seven, Ripley was shaking. It was not 
quite alien, not quite human. And not quite dead. 


The monster opened its eyes. Its voice was muffled by the 
preservative. 


“Kill... me!” it begged. 
Ripley staggered back, her eyes filled with horror — and rage. 


Call stepped inside the door. She pulled a flamethrower from the wall, 
and tossed it to Ripley. 


SHAAAAAASSSHHH! 


Ripley fired, bathing Number Seven in the healing flames of fiery 
death. 


Then she spun on her heel, incinerating all the monsters and 
demolishing the lab. 


She backed out the door, dropping the emptied flamethrower. 


She turned to Wren with a look of cold, implacable hatred. Her hands 
reached for his throat. 


Wren backed up, terrified. He looked around for help, but the crew of 
the Betty just stared at him, as if he were an insect. 


Finally Call spoke. “Don't do it, Ripley.” 
Ripley dropped her hands. 
Wren breathed a sigh of relief... 


Call's fist shot out and up, smashing Wren across the jaw. Then she 
stalked off, down the corridor. 


Wren felt his sore jaw. He staggered to his feet. 


“You had it coming, Doc,” said Christie, helping the scientist to his 
feet. 


Johner peered into the still-smoldering lab. “What's the big deal? 
What a waste of ammo!” 


“Let's get going,” said Call. “Before anything comes to check out the 
noise.” 


They set off, with Johner mumbling, “Must be a chick thing...” 


A hatch opened, revealing a long, dark shaft. 

“We go down from here,” said Distephano. 

Ripley went first. Distephano and Johner were right behind her. 
Christie turned to Vriess. “We got to lose the chair.” 


“T know.” Vriess pulled a set of cords from one of his wheelchair's 
many hidden compartments. 


“Kawliang maneuver all right?” Christie asked. 
Vriess nodded. “Just like old times!” 


Hillard and Call left Christie tying Vriess onto his back. They climbed 
down the shaft and joined Ripley, who was still shaking from the 
encounters in the clone lab. 


“T can imagine how you must feel,” Call whispered. 


Ripley looked back over her shoulder at the younger woman. “No, 
you can't.” 


As soon as Christie and Vriess reached the bottom of the shaft, they 
started through the access tunnel. Ripley led the way, as usual. 


Christie carried Vriess tied to his broad shoulders, facing backward. 
With his gun at the ready, Vriess scanned the darkness behind them like a 
tail gunner. 


The pipes on the ceiling were leaking and the tunnel was flooded with 
cold, smelly water. It was up to their knees, and still rising. 


“Smells like the waste tanks,” Vriess said. “Somebody must have 
opened the valve.” 


“The nasties?” Johner asked. 
Hillard shrugged. “What for?” 


“The tanks must be empty,” Vriess said, pointing up at the ceiling. 
The stream of water fell to a trickle, then a drip. 


Distephano put a plastic cover over the muzzle of his weapon and 
said, “You should do like me.” 


Christie held up his rifle. “These are disposables. They can take it.” 


“Disposables,” Distephano said. “I heard about those. How many 
rounds?” 


“Twenty,” said Christie. “Split point. Give you a good hole, even at 
the smaller caliber.” 


“Cool,” said Distephano. 


“They’re big with hitters,” said Christie. “ Cause you throw them 
away after the job. Nobody likes to throw away a weapon they’re attached 
to, you know?” 


Distephano nodded. More silence. 
Only the drip drip drip of the emptying waste tanks was heard. 


The small team pushed on. The water was up to their waists, then 
their armpits. 


Ahead, the water almost covered a low passageway. There was no 
way through without diving. 


“We’re at the bottom of the ship,” said Wren. “This sector has been 
sealed off. It's just through the kitchen, then up, maybe seventy feet.” 


“And all underwater,” Christie said. He looked back over his 
shoulder. “Ready to get wet, partner?” 


“Oh, yeah.” 

Johner groaned. “This sucks.” 

“Are you sure about the distance?” Hillard asked. 
Wren nodded. “Yes.” 


Call attempted a joke. “Do I have to tell everybody to take a deep 
breath?” 


Christie and Vriess both smiled — a Janus face, black and white, 
front and back. 


“Christie, do me a favor,” Vriess said. “When we hit the surface on 
the other side — no backstroke, okay?” 


They all took one last breath. Ripley went first, disappearing under 
the murky water. 


The others followed, one by one. 
Hillard was last. 


She stood as if petrified — then realized how alone she was. And 
dove. 


It was dark and cold under the water. 


Following Ripley, the crew swam as fast as possible through the 
submerged kitchen, dodging shelves and cabinets. 


Forty yards, then fifty. 


They rounded a corner only five yards from the door that led to the 
other side, and the surface. 


Johner's lungs were aching. He longed for a breath of air. He looked 
behind to see how far he had come — 


And saw two aliens, swimming after him, their massive segmented 
tails undulating gracefully in the murky water. 


Their teeth were bared like sharks’ teeth. No, worse — like sharks’ 
nightmares. 


Johner fired and his bullet snaked through the water like a torpedo. 


Hit! One of the aliens exploded, staining the water red. The other kept 
coming. 


Ripley looked back and saw what had happened. 
Hurry! she signaled the rest of the crew. 


But they had also seen, and they were already hurrying. Panic spread 
through the water like blood. 


The second alien was still coming, getting closer and closer. 


Go, go, go! Ripley gestured wildly, as the crew swam by her, 
paddling frantically toward the last door. Johner was first, then Wren and 
Distephano, then Purvis. Christie swam by with Vriess tied to his back, and 
Call was close behind them. 


But where was Hillard? 


Then Ripley saw her, lagging far behind, her arms tangled in the strap 
of her rifle. 


She had just managed to get her arms free when the alien caught up 
with her and grabbed her ankle. 


Hillard screamed silently as her lungs filled with water. 


And Ripley watched, helpless, as Hillard was pulled backward in the 
murky water. 


Then she was gone. 


And so was the alien. 


Call pulled, tugged, pried, hammered — but the door was stuck. 
Finally it came loose, and she squeezed through. 


She swam upward toward the light. She could sense the others right 
behind her. Air! Just a few more feet — 


Call reached up, but instead of bursting through the surface, her arms 
hit a thick film of goo. 


She kicked her legs in panic. Trapped! She was caught under a 
coating of transparent slime that had been spread just below the surface of 
the water by the aliens. 


Johner was stuck, too. So were Distephano and Christie, Vriess and 
Wren, Purvis — all of them. They ripped and tugged frantically at the film, 
trying to get through. They were fighting one another, panicking, desperate 
for air. 


Only Call kept her cool. She flicked the stiletto out of her sleeve, 
jammed it into the film and made a slit. 


She tried sticking her head through. Too small! 
She tried spreading the goo, but it was too tough! 


Then she felt strong hands next to hers. Ripley! Linking arms, the two 
women grabbed the edge of the rip — and pulled, and pulled. 

Rrrrippp! 

The film of goo spread open, and Call's face popped up into the air. 
Then Distephano, Wren, Purvis; then Christie and Vriess like one 
twoheaded creature. All sucking greedily at the air. 

Ripley was last. 


“This is it!” said Distephano. “The bottom of the freight elevator 
shaft. All we have to do now is climb up.” 


Then Ripley saw the eggs. They lay in a neat row on a shelf at the 
edge of the water. And they were opening, one by one... 


A cat-sized embryonic alien was crawling from each shell. The first 
one to get free leaped onto Ripley's face, clamping down with razor claws. 


Ripley dove back under the water. 
“It's a trap,” yelled Johner. “They set an ambush!” 


Call and the crew followed Johner and Ripley, back under the water, 
but there was no safety there. In the distance, the alien that had killed 
Hillard was coming for more, its tail undulating powerfully. 


Christie looked up. Through the surface, reflected in the bottom of the 
freight elevator, he could see the bloodthirsty infant aliens scrambling 
from their shells. 


He unslung his grenade launcher, pointed it upward — and fired. 


The grenade emerged from the water like a cruise missile, and 
exploded. 


BAROOM! 


Christie launched another, then another. The shrapnel tore the little 
beasts apart as they emerged from their leathery shells. Following Christie, 
the crew swam back toward the surface. 


Below them, Ripley was tugging at the alien clamped to her face. She 
tore its legs off one by one, but still it clung to her face with excruciating 
tenacity. 


Meanwhile, the adult alien was looming closer and closer. Its feral 
eyes were fixed hungrily on the thrashing legs of the crew, who were 
frantically climbing out of the water. 


Then the alien saw Ripley. It slowed and circled. 


Call and Purvis pulled Distephano out of the water. Johner was 
already on his way up the shaft, climbing the ladder. Wren was right 
behind him, then Christie, with Vriess tied to his back. 


Call hesitated — where was Ripley? 


“Let's go, Call!” Vriess yelled from above. “That's enough for now!” 


S 


Under the water, Ripley grabbed the infant's tail between her teeth 
and chewed it off. 


Mad with fury, the adult alien hurled itself at her. 
Ripley lunged back, and up, toward the surface. 


She reached up into the air, but she was too far from the edge to get a 
grip. And the crew of the Betty was already gone. Only Call, the last on the 
ladder, was looking back. 


Below, the alien was getting closer and closer. 


The exhausted Ripley closed her eyes... and felt two hands pull her to 
safety, just as the beast lunged. 


“Let's go!” Call said, starting up the ladder. 


A grateful Ripley was right behind. Looking back, she saw the alien 
disappear under the water like a killer submarine. 


10 


Up, up, and up the crew of the Betty climbed, trading the lead as they 
rested on the narrow landings. 


Wren even took a turn. “Here it is,” he said, as he stepped off the 
ladder, onto a narrow ledge leading to a maintenance door. “This door will 
get us out of here.” 


Call was right behind the scientist. Below her, she could see the 
others, clinging to the narrow ladder. 


“Hurry!” said Call. 


Wren punched a few numbers into the keypad, then pulled at the door. 
“Tt's jammed! Weapon!” 


He held out a hand, and Call put her gun into it. 


Wren took the little automatic, but instead of aiming it at the door — 
turned it on Call. 


Smiling, he pulled the trigger. 

Badadabadabada! 

Blasted off the ledge, Call fell headlong down the shaft. 

“Nooooo!” screamed Vriess. 

He turned his head away as the girl hit the water — and disappeared. 


Under the surface, the alien watched as Call sank. It made no move 
toward her. Instead, it raised its curved head out of the water to look up, at 


the others on the ladder. 
( A) 


Ripley looked down, in a state of shock. 


Then she looked up and saw Wren, punching the keypad code on the 
“jammed” door. She started to climb. 


Bam! Bam! 


Vriess fired at the renegade scientist with furious hatred. The bullets 
ricocheted around the shaft, but missed Wren — who disappeared through 
the door. 


It closed with a click just as Ripley reached it. 
She tugged, but it was locked. 


Then she heard slithering noises below. Looking down the shaft, she 
saw the alien emerge from the water in one slick, huge, hideous motion. 


It grabbed the ladder — and started up. 


Christie and Vriess were lowest on the ladder. Vriess was trying to 
reload his gun. He had emptied it at Wren, who had killed Call, the only 
woman he had even come close to loving. And now... 


“Look out!” Christie yelled. 


Then Vriess saw the alien, scurrying up the ladder, only a few rungs 
below. 


Hands shaking, Vriess fumbled his shells. 


Christie twisted around to fire, aiming between his back and Vriess's 
shoulder. 


Blam! Blam! 
Missed! But the alien stopped. 
It opened its hideous mouth and spit a stream of acid venom. 


“Aaaaarrggh!” The venom hit Christie's face and splattered onto his 
hand, searing the skin. He lost his grip and fell. 


Vriess reached over him, and grabbed a rung, and held on, just 
barely — just in time. 


They dangled helplessly, inches above the alien's outstretched claws. 


The flesh of Christie's face was melting. Screaming in agony, he 
opened his one remaining eye. 


And saw the alien grab his foot. And pull. 


Vriess felt his grip weakening. His hands were superstrong from 
propelling the wheelchair, but the alien was pulling harder and harder... 


Johner saw Vriess weakening. 


With a weapon in each hand, he pushed back off the ladder — and 
swung by his knees like an acrobat. 


He fired, upside down. 
Blam! Blam! 


The explosive shells sped past Christie and Vriess, missing them by 
inches, and drilled into the top of the alien's skull with a soft thump. 


At first Johner thought he had missed. 


Then the monster's head exploded in an acrid spray of blood and 
bone. The beast fell — its claw still clamped on Christie's leg. 


“Ooohhh!” Vriess tightened his grip, but he knew he couldn't hold on 
for long. Not with all three of them: himself, Christie, and the alien! 


They swung out over the water. 


Distephano and Johner watched in horror. Vriess's fingers were 
slipping... 

Christie looked up with his one eye. His face was melting; his nose 
and mouth were gone. But he knew what he had to do. 


He whipped out his sheath knife and began slicing the cords that tied 
him to Vriess. 


“What are you doing? Nooooo!” Vriess shouted. 


But it was too late. About to pass out from pain, Christie made the 
last cut. 


The ropes parted. And Christie plummeted, with the dead alien still 
clutching him, into the murky water. 


Vriess watched wordlessly. Then he climbed up the ladder, hand over 
hand, weeping at every rung. 


“Now what?” asked Johner, when Vriess had reached the top. 
Distephano and Purvis were crouched on the ledge beside him. 


They all looked at Ripley. Her eyes were blank. 


Suddenly a clicking sound was heard. Lights were blinking above the 
door. 


Water was running out from under it. 
They all backed up and aimed their guns at the door. It slowly opened. 
Call stood there, dripping wet. 


Purvis and Distephano hauled Vriess off the ladder and through the 
door into a narrow hallway. 


“This way,” she said. 


“Baby, am I glad to see you!” Vriess said. “I was sure Wren hit you. 
Are you hurt?” 


Call turned her back. “I'm fine,” she said in a choked, unconvincing 
voice. 


“How? You got body armor on?” Distephano asked. 
“Yeah,” Call said. “Come on — ” 


They started to follow her down the hallway, but Ripley wasn't 
buying it. She stopped Call with one hand and turned her around. 


“You took it in the chest,” she said. “I saw it.” 


“T'm fine,” said Call. 


Ripley looked her dead in the eye, and Call started crying like a little 
girl. 


Almost gently, Ripley reached out and opened Call's vest. There 
wasn't any blood where she had been shot. Instead, a tangle of synth- 
organic wire dripped with blue fluid. 


“A robot,” said Ripley. 
“Son of a bitch!” said Johner. “Little Annalee's full of surprises.” 


“I should have known” said Ripley. “All that crap about being 
human! There's nobody so zealous as a born-again.” 


Distephano and Purvis looked on, speechless, as Ripley wiped the 
blue synth-blood off Call's vest. 


“T thought synthetics were supposed to be all logical and stuff,” said 
Johner. “But Call's a damn psycho!” 


“A terrorist?” Purvis muttered. “Then she wasn't there to protect us?” 

“Leave mmee allonne,” said Call, her voice blurred. 

Vriess narrowed his eyes. “Call, tell the truth. You’re a Second Gen, 
aren't you?” 

Call's voice was weak. “Yeeesss.” 

“Second Gen!” spat Johner. “That explains a lot!” 


“You’re an Auton!” said Distephano, amazed. “Robots designed by 
robots. I read all about it. Supposed to be highly ethical and emotional. 
They were supposed to revive the synthetic industry. Instead, they buried 
it.” 

Ripley looked at Call and nodded. “They were too good.” 


“Didn't like being told what to do,” Distephano said. “The 
government ordered a recall. A regular massacre. I always heard there 
were a few that escaped, but man, I never thought I’d see one.” 


Vriess sat watching sadly. His confused love for Call was in his eyes. 
“Call...” he repeated softly. 


“Get your socket wrench, Vriess,” Johner taunted. “Maybe she needs 
an oil change. I can't believe I thought she was cute.” 


Vriess laughed hollowly. “Yeah, like you never did it with a robot 
before.” 


“So what,” said Purvis, still shaking with fear. “So she's a toaster 
oven. Now, can we get out of here?” 


“How much time till we land on Earth?” Johner asked Distephano. 
“Under two hours.” 
“And we’re already off track. We should get moving.” 


Ripley turned from watching Call, all business again. “Where exactly 
are we, Distephano?” 


“Upper decks. Storage. The chapel's up here, but not much else.” 
“Can we get to the Betty from here?” 

“Tt's down a few levels. But it's doable.” 
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“What if the good doctor gets there first?” put in Johner. 
“Damn!” said Vriess. “Then we’re screwed.” 

“Is there another way?” Ripley asked. 


“Yes,” said Distephano, rapping on the wall with his knuckles. 
“Through the wall here. This section slides open like a door, but it's 
controlled by Father, the ship's computer. Maybe we can force it.” He 
turned to Vriess. “You got tools?” 


“Yeah,” said Vriess, “but no torch.” 
“Just blow the door!” Johner spat. 


“We’re at the top of the ship,” Distephano said, shaking his head. He 
pointed at the ceiling. “That's hull.” 


They all fell silent. A few feet away, on the other side of the steel 
ceiling, was the icy vacuum of space. 


“We've got to beat him!” said Ripley. “If Wren gets into the computer, 
he can really screw us.” 


“We gotta find a terminal,” said Johner. 


“There's no console on this level,” said Distephano, “and I don't have 
Wren's access codes, anyway.” 


Ripley turned to Call, who still sat against the wall, apart and alone. 
“Call?” 


“No. I can't do it.” 
“Bull!” spat Johner. “She damn well talkie machiney.” 


“That's right!” said Vriess. “You’re a new model ‘droid, Call. You can 
access this Father computer on remote!” 


Call shook her head. “T can't. | burned my modem up.” 
“You can still patch in manually,” said Vriess. “You know that.” 


Call looked at the group. They were all staring at her, and she knew 
she had no choice. 


“There are ports on the chapel,” Distephano offered. 


“Come on!” Ripley said, grabbing Call's arm. She turned to the men: 
“You guys get started on that wall!” 
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The chapel was tiny. There was a faux stained glass window, a few 
pews, and a tiny altar. Call paused just inside the door and crossed herself. 


Ripley watched, amused. “Are you programmed for that?” 
Call didn't answer. 


On the altar, there was a small electronic device, about the size of a 
book. Under a faux leather flap, the screen read: HOLY BIBLE. PRESS START. 


A cord connected it to the ship's computer. Ripley pulled out the cord. 
“Don't make me do this,” Call pleaded. 
“Don't make me make you,” said Ripley. She handed Call the cord. 


“T don't want to go into cyberspace. My insides are liquid. It's not as if 
they’re real!” 


“Get over it,” said Ripley. “You can blow the ship before it reaches 
Earth. Kill them all. Just give us time to get off first.” 


Call nodded. Ripley was right. It was worth it. 


She rolled up her sleeve, exposing a tiny port on her forearm. She 
plugged in the access cord. 


“Our Father which art in heaven...” Ripley whispered under her 
breath, a private joke. 


The connection to Father was automatic — and sudden. Call's eyes 
rolled back in her head. “Damn!” 

“Anything?” Ripley asked. 

“Hold on.” 

Call twitched and her eyes dilated, staring straight ahead. She began 
speaking very rapidly in a soft monotone. “Breach in sector seven, sector 


three — sector nine unstable — engines operating at eighty-six percent — 
forty-six minutes until earthdock.” 


She stopped and looked at Ripley. “We burned too much energy,” she 
said. “Father says I can't blow the ship.” 


“Then crash it.” 
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Purvis and Johner were working on the hallway door, trying to pry it 
open. Distephano was resting, leaning against the corridor wall with 
Vriess, who was helpless without a wheelchair. 


Purvis was sweating. Suddenly he gripped his chest and doubled over 
in pain. 

Vriess reached for his rifle. Johner and Distephano picked up their 
weapons. 

Purvis gritted his teeth, eyes closed, until the pain passed. 

He opened his eyes and saw three weapons pointed at him. 

“T'm okay, I'm okay!” he said nervously. “Really. I feel good.” 

Vriess lowered his weapon. The others followed suit. 


Purvis and Johner went back to work on the heavy door. 
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Call was lost in cyberspace. Her eyes were blank as she reeled off 
numbers and words emotionlessly. 


“Ground-level recalibrated... new destination 760, 403. Uninhabited 
quadrant. Braking systems off-lined. Acceleration increase... time until 
impact, now forty-three minutes, eight seconds.” 


“Good!” said Ripley. “Now try to clear us a path to the Betty. And 
start her up.” 


Call went deeper. Her voice grew faster. As she spoke, reeling off 
numbers and codes, a corridor door opened on the other side of the Auriga, 
unseen and untouched. Then another, and another. Servos whined, and 
access panels lighted up. 


In the main docking bay, where the Betty lay waiting, the lights came 
on. The little ship's engines went from sleep to ready state. 


Ripley saw none of this; she saw only Call, looking like a psychic in a 
trance. But she knew Call was successful when she heard the words: “Ship 
in prep, fuel on-line.” 


Then Call's brow creased with worry. Her tone changed. “Tracking 
movement in sublevels six through nine! Video is down! Attempted 
rerouting nonfunctional. Wait! Partial visual in waste tank five, 
unauthorized presence...” 


Ripley's eyes narrowed. “Unauthorized?” 
“Nonhuman,” said Call. 
“How many?” 


“Please wait... emergency override on console 45V, level one, 
handprint ID...” 


Call opened her eyes and looked directly at Ripley. “Now I'm getting 
Wren. He's almost at the Betty” 


Ripley gave a twisted, Wren-like smile and imitated the scientist's 
voice. “And how do you feel about that?” 


Wren was racing for the Betty, using his restricted emergency 
override codes to access every shortcut. 


He had reached level one. The last door. 
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He gave his handprint, breathprint. The red light turned green, and the 
locks clicked. 


The voice of Father, the ship's computer, boomed: “EMERGENCY 
OVERRIDE VALIDATED.” 


The door began to open, just a crack. 
Then it stopped. The lights in the corridor flickered and went out. 


In the darkness, Wren spoke directly to the ship's computer. “Father, 
reboot systems on 45V, authorization code ‘starling’...” 


Nothing happened. Wren broke into a sweat. 
“Father? Locate power drain. Father?” 


Another voice came over the system. A female voice. “FATHER'S DEAD, 
YOU JERK.” 


Wren reeled in shock. It was Call's voice! Hadn't he killed her and 
watched her die? How had she gotten into the system? 


The door in front of him slid shut and locked. 


Wren turned. Behind him, the doors he had come through were 
opening again. Track lighting illuminated the floor of the corridor with a 
spooky glow. 


“INTRUDER ON LEVEL ONE,” Came Call's voice. “ALL ALIENS PROCEED TO 
LEVEL ONE.” 


His heart pounding, his brain filled with cold panic, Wren started to 
run. Faster and faster, the corridor echoing with his panicked screams... 


“You've got a mean streak,” Ripley said approvingly, as Call pulled 
the cord out of her arm. 


“Tt's donne,” said Call. “That shouldd holldd. Dammmnnn — ” Her 
voice was getting blurry again. She reached for the wires in her chest. 


“Let me see,” Ripley offered, bending over her. 

“Don't touch me!” 

Ripley backed off. 

“You must think this is preeetty fuunnny,” said Call, her voice-track 
slipping. 

“Yes,” Ripley answered sarcastically. “But I'm finding a lot of things 
funny lately. And I'm not sure they are.” 


Call turned serious. “How do you go onnn living? How can you 
stannnd it? How can you stannnd... yourselllf>?” 


Ripley shrugged. “Not much choice.” 


“At least there's a part of you that's human,” Call said. She looked 
down at the hole in her chest, the blue-stained tangle of wires. “I'm just... 
Look at mmme, I'm disgusssstinnng!” 


Her blurred synthetic voice-track was thick with genuine despair. 
Ripley was almost sympathetic. She touched Call's shoulder. “How come 
you weren't destroyed along with the other ’droids? Why did you come 
here?” 


“To kill you, remember?” Call's voice had returned to normal. 
“Before the recall, I accessed the mainframe. Every dirty little covert op 
the government ever dreamed of is in there. Including this one. The aliens, 
you, even the Betty crew. I knew that if they succeeded, it would be the 
end of them.” 


She pointed toward the crew, still working hard on the locked door. 
“Why do you care what happens to them?” Ripley asked. 
“Because I'm programmed to care,” said Call. 


Ripley smiled. Her smile was almost warm. “Are you programmed to 
be such a fool? Are you the new fool model they are putting out?” 


Call smiled back. There was a closeness between them that she had 
never felt with anyone. Or anything. 


“T couldn't let them do it,” Call said. “I couldn't let humans annihilate 
themselves. Do you understand?” 


Ripley nodded. “I did understand, once. I tried to save... people. It 
didn't work out. There was a girl. She had bad dreams. I tried to help her 
and she died. I can't remember her name...” 


“C’mon.” It was Distephano. He stood in the doorway of the chapel. 
“We’re through the door.” 


“Right,” said Ripley. She helped Call to her feet, and the two 
women — the almost-woman and the ’droid — walked arm in arm to the 
chapel door. 


“Do you dream?” Ripley asked. 


Call nodded. “We have neural processors that run through —” She 
paused, searching for the simpler answer. “Yes.” 


“When I sleep,” Ripley said, “I dream about it. Them. Every night. 
All around me... in me. I used to be afraid to dream, but I'm not anymore.” 
“Why?” 

“Because, no matter how bad the dreams are, when I wake up — it's 
always worse.” 


As they left the chapel, Call's voice, now programmed into the 
Auriga's main computer, droned out: “VENTILATION SYSTEMS STABILIZED, 
OXYGEN AT FORTY-THREE PERCENT...” 


Call was shocked. Cyberspace had been like a dream, but this was 
reality. “Is that my voice?” 
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The long trek was, hopefully, almost over. 


The diminished pirate crew, plus Distephano, Purvis, and Ripley, 
ducked through narrow doors and raced down dark corridors, heading for 
the Betty — and safety. Distephano and Purvis carried Vriess between 
them. 


“Not far now,” said Distephano. 
“T'm so tired!” complained Purvis. 


“Yeah, well, we'll get plenty of sleep when we’re dead,” quipped 
Johner, who was leading the way. 


Another turn, another corridor. Only this one had a funny smell. 
They slowed. Then stopped. Then looked down. 
The floor of the corridor was a steel grill. It was sticky with slime. 


Ripley bent down and picked up some of the slime with her fingers. 
She smelled it and made a face. 


Purvis watched, quivering with fear. “Uh, this is bad, right?” 
“We must be near the nest,” said Ripley. 
“Well,” said Vriess, “we go another way!” 


“There isn't one,” said Distephano. He pointed down the long, dark 
corridor. “This is it.” 


“No way!” said Johner. “I ain't going in there!” 


“The soldier's right,” said Call. “I did a diagnostic on the ship. This is 
the only way, unless we go all the way back.” 


“T can live with that,” said Vriess. 
“We don't have enough time,” said Call. 


“We got near ninety minutes,” said Johner. 


“Not anymore,” said Call. 

Distephano was shocked. “What are you saying?” 

Johner stuck his ugly face in Call’s. “What did you do, robot?” 
“Forget it,” said Ripley. 


Johner turned on her. “Hey, you wanna die here with your little 
brothers and sisters, that's fine. But I plan to live past today. And if this 
hunk of plastic is pulling some trick, I plan to kill her!” He poked his 
finger into Call's wounded chest. “Does that compute? Or do you want me 
to—” 


Suddenly Ripley reached out and grabbed the pirate's tongue. “It'll 
make a hell of a necklace,” she said softly, pulling. 


Johner gargled in pain. 


Just as suddenly, Ripley let go. Johner glowered at her — silently. He 
knew better than to start up again. 


“How far to the docks?” Ripley asked Distephano. 
“A hundred yards.” He pointed down the corridor. 


“So what's the plan?” Vriess asked. He looked at Ripley — then at the 
others. All were silent. There was no choice. They all knew the plan — 


Run like hell! 


Johner was first, followed by Vriess, carried between Distephano and 
Purvis. Call was right behind. Ripley brought up the rear. 


The steel grill floor echoed with the slap-slap of running feet. Then 
Call looked back and saw that Ripley had stopped. 


She was bent over, holding her head as if in pain. 
“Mistake... mistake...” muttered Ripley. 
“Ripley! What's wrong?” 


Ripley looked up at Call, her face twisted with pain. “I can hear 
them... the hive. It's close — we’re on the hive!” 


Call saw a rivet pop out of the floor. Then another. 


“T can hear them!” Ripley said. “So close!” 


“Come on!” Call shouted, grabbing Ripley. Rivets were popping out 
of the floor in a square around her. 


“The Queen's in pain!” said Ripley. 
Alien fingers suddenly shot up through the grill. 


“What the —!” Call stepped back just as a floor panel was pulled 
loose and Ripley started to slide down into the darkness. Call reached for 
her, too late — 


“Ripley!” she screamed. 


Call leaned over the edge of the hole and looked down. There was an 
acrid smell. A dim luminescent glow. A faint screeching sound. 


She pulled a flashlight from her coveralls, and shone the beam down 
into the bowels of the Auriga. 


What she saw was a vision from hell. A slithering, oozing tangle of 
arms, legs, tails, and heads — a mass of aliens intertwined in a seething, 
oozing gelatinous web of slime. 


And in the middle of it — Ripley. Sinking, as if into a quicksand. 
Only her face was left — 


And then she was gone. 


Call switched off her flashlight and stood, silently, as if in mourning. 


Ripley opened her eyes. Was she dreaming? 


She was in the arms of an alien, who bent down over her, its face in 
hers; the breath of steam almost like a kiss. 


Or was it a nightmare? 


She was being carried through a long, dark hallway. Warm smells and 
distant screeching sounds filtered through her body. 


Dream or nightmare, what did it matter? She knew that if she woke 
up, it would be infinitely worse. So she closed her eyes again and drifted 


eo) 


“Call>?” 
It was Purvis. He had conquered his own fear and come back for her. 


“We got to be moving, miss. Best gift you can give her now is a quick 
death.” 


Call took one last look into the hole. “It's not right.” 


“T've been saying that all day,” agreed Purvis, as they walked off 
together down the long corridor. 


Ripley opened her eyes. She was on her back. 
She tried to move her arms, her legs. She couldn't. 


She was tangled in a gelatinous web of alien ooze. She looked to her 
right and saw other human bodies: the soldiers, the hijacked cryo- 
passengers. Some dead, some alive. 


To her left she saw the same: some dead, some alive. 


As her eyes grew accustomed to the gloom, she saw that they were all 
lying on the floor of the emptied waste tank, deep in the Auriga. It had 
been taken over by the aliens. It was sticky with ooze and goo; alien 
warriors floundered in a slime of blood and secretions. 


In the center of this hideous sea was the alien Queen. 


Twice the size of her warriors, she lay on her back. Her chitinous 
belly was swollen and shiny. Her head swiveled from side to side in agony. 


With a shock, Ripley realized the full horror of what she was 
witnessing. 


Childbirth. “No eggs...” she muttered. 
“Our greatest achievement,” said a voice next to her. 


Ripley managed to turn her head slowly in the thick slime. She saw 
Gediman, lying next to her like a fly in a web. 


His face was split by an insane grin. “A secondary reproductive 
cycle,” he said. “Asexual, mammalian, no host!” 


“That's not possible!” protested Ripley. 


“We thought we could alter its reproductive system,” Gediman 
explained. “Obviate the egg-laying cycle. But the beast doesn't trade. It 
just added a second cycle.” 


The Queen began to scream shrilly, waving her limbs in agony. The 
warriors around her backed away, echoing her screams with a low hum. 


“But how?” Ripley demanded. 
“Genetic crossover,” said Gediman. “From host DNA.” 
“No!” 


“Look at it!” said Gediman, cackling with mad glee. “It's you! It's 
you!” 

Fighting back tears of frustration and despair, Ripley watched the 
alien Queen giving birth. 

“I'm getting out of here!” she said, tearing at the web of slime that 
held her prisoner. “Damn it, I'm getting out of here!” 


Gediman gave her a look that somehow mixed pity and cruelty. 
“Don't you want to see what happens next?” 
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“The Betty!” they all cried with one voice. 


There she was, looking tiny but valiant in the vast space of the 
Auriga's docking bay. 


They crowded into the cockpit. The lights were on and the engine was 
humming; the little ship was ready to go. 


“How long till we can get airborne?” Johner asked Vriess, who was 
now the pilot since Elgyn and Hillard both were dead. 


“T'll need Call to patch into the ship again and open the hatch,” said 
Vriess. 


“We hit the Earth's atmosphere in a few minutes,” Johner said. 
“That'll make things harder.” 


Purvis and Distephano lowered Vriess into the pilot's chair. Call took 
the co-pilot's station. She punched the boot-up code into the Betty's 
computer, then got up. 


“Johner!” she said. “Let's take Purvis to the freezer.” 
“All right,” Johner answered. “Nap time, buddy!” 


Looking both frightened and relieved, Purvis followed Johner and 
Call toward the rear of the Betty. Suddenly a shot rang out. 


Blam! 
Purvis fell, hit in the shoulder. 


Wren stepped out of the shadows and grabbed Call. He held his pistol 
to her head. 


“You move,” he said to Johner, “and I put a bullet where her brain 
ought to be.” 


Vriess and Distephano looked on helplessly from the front of the 
cockpit. 


“Distephano!” Wren ordered. “Take their weapons!” 
“Begging your pardon, sir,” said the soldier, “but go to hell.” 
He stepped forward, his rifle aimed between Wren's eyes. 


Wren took one step back, jamming the barrel of his gun into Call's 
temple. “Drop it, soldier!” he said. “Drop it or we all die together!” 


Unnoticed by them all, Purvis lay unconscious in the corner where he 
had fallen. He jerked suddenly, his eyes wide. 


Far below, deep inside the Auriga, Ripley was tearing at the web of 
slime that held her prisoner. 


He began to move. 


The alien Queen continued to scream, louder and louder. 


Gediman looked on with the detached amusement of a mad scientist. 
For Ripley, though, the effect of the screams was more personal: she began 
to thrash and moan like the Queen. 


A slit opened in the Queen's belly — and a hideous thing emerged. 
Half human and half alien, with a death’s-head skull covered with a 
network of transparent veins. It stood, triumphant, on its mother's belly. 


Gediman was weeping with joy. “The Newborn! Beautiful, beautiful 
butterfly...” 


The Queen thrashed in pain, then moaned with a kind of joy. She 
reached for her offspring. 


The Newborn turned a cold eye on its mother. It crawled across her 
belly, toward her head. It reached out lovingly as if to kiss her — 


Then ripped her head open with a razor sharp claw, howling for joy in 
weird harmony with the Queen's dying scream. 


Ripley closed her eyes as the Newborn tore its mother to pieces. 
Screams echoed through the vast chamber. 
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Wren held his gun against Call's head and stated his demands quite 
succinctly: “This synthetic bitch is going to plug back into the Auriga and 
land it safely, according to standard operating procedure.” 


“No, she's not!” Call said defiantly. 


“Wren, you’re nuts!” said Distephano. “You still want to bring those 
things back to Earth?” 


“Have you been paying any attention today?” Johner asked, amazed. 
Unnoticed by them all, Purvis writhed in agony on the floor. 


“We can land the Auriga, ” Wren said. “The aliens will be contained 
by the base quarantine troops.” 


“Yeah, for about five seconds!” said Call. 
“Shut up!” Wren jammed the gun harder into her cheek. 


On the floor, Purvis groaned. A bloodstain appeared on his shirt, at 
the center of his chest. 


It began to spread. 


Purvis pulled himself to his feet, his eyes wide open — and fixed on 
Wren. 


Johner and Distephano backed up. 
Purvis staggered forward two steps — 
Wren fired. 

Blam! 

Blam! 


Call twisted out of Wren's grip and dove for the floor. 


Blam! 
Blam! 


Wren's shots barely slowed Purvis. The gentle miner had turned into a 
raging beast. He smacked Wren's gun aside and hammered the scientist 
with his fists. Then he grabbed his hair and battered his head against the 
floor until the steel was slick with blood. 


Figuring the fight was over, Distephano lowered his weapon. At the 
same time, Vriess grabbed his, and tossed one to Call. 


Purvis raised his head and let out a bloodcurdling scream. 
The bloodstain on his chest grew larger, and redder — 


Purvis grabbed Wren's battered head and held it against his chest, 
almost as if he were comforting him. 


He wasn't. 


Bones cracked and blood spurted as an alien head burst out of Purvis's 
chest, and ripped straight into Wren's screaming face. 


Then the alien turned its predatory gaze on the front of the cockpit: 
Johner and Distephano, Vriess and Call — 


Who all fired at once! 
BLAM! 
BLAM! 
BLAM! 


Purvis and Wren and the alien, all three, collapsed into one soggy, 
steaming pile of shredded blood and bone. 


Gediman was still grinning. 


But it was a death grin, literally. The Newborn had opened his skull 
and drained his blood. 


Now the Newborn turned its eyes on Ripley, who was still struggling 
in the web of slime, trying to pull herself loose. 


The Newborm drew closer, its segmented tongue flicking eagerly 
toward Ripley. She tried to pull away, but the elastic slime held her tightly. 


The Newborn's face was next to hers. She froze, trembling all over. 
She watched in speechless terror as the creature's tongue emerged, 
uncoiled — and gently began to lick her face. 


It licked her all over, dissolving the slimy filaments of ooze that 
trapped her. 


Ripley reached out with one free hand and touched the Newborn's 
naked skull. It looked at her with... recognition? hatred? love? 


Ripley didn't wait around to find out. 


She pulled loose from the weakened film and clambered up the web 
toward an open hatch — and then out of the chamber. 


The Newborn's eyes followed, staring at the spot where Ripley had 
gone out. It moaned with... frustration? longing? loneliness? There was no 
way of knowing. 


Its furious screams dwindled behind her as she ran down the corridor, 
toward the dock where the Betty was just leaving. 
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Ripley ran for her life. She could hear the klaxons and sirens 
sounding the all-clear; at the end of the corridor, the entrance to the 
Auriga's docking bay was sliding shut. 


Call's voice came over the ship's address system: “AIRLOCK DOORS 
CLOSING. STAND CLEAR.” 


Call herself was in despair. From the co-pilot's chair of the Betty, she 
scanned the exterior monitors, desperate for any sign of Ripley. 


Beside her, Vreiss methodically clicked switches in the final 
countdown. Mag-locks pulled back from the Betty's hull, one by one, 
releasing the little ship for separation from the Auriga. 


A movement on an overhead monitor caught Call's eye. 
Ripley! 
There she was, running toward the Betty! 


Call lunged for the Betty's cargo bay door switch. The bay door began 
to ease open slowly. Too slowly... 


Vreiss released the last mag-lock. The Betty swung free and began to 
move down toward the opening airlock door. 


Gathering all her strength for one last, desperate leap, Ripley hurled 
herself across the widening space, and into the tiny ship's open cargo bay 


Made it! Just barely... 


Ripley hit the manual control, hurrying to close the cargo bay door 
before the Betty left the Auriga and entered the merciless vacuum of space. 


But the door was jammed! 

She ran forward, ducking her head to enter the cockpit. 
“The cargo bay door is jammed!” 

A flashing light on the control panel confirmed it. 


Vreiss saw Ripley, then turned to Call, his face twisted in a sneer. “It's 
this piece of shit again!” 


“T'll deal with it,” said Call. With a quick welcoming smile to Ripley, 
she gave her co-pilot's chair to Ripley and hurried back toward the cargo 
bay. 


Meanwhile, the Betty was leaving, slowly pulling toward the opening 


airlock door. 
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Call stepped carefully into the Betty's cargo bay Time was running 
out; she could already feel the immense cold of space. 


But she was too frightened to hurry. 
She sensed a danger, still unseeen. 


She crossed the cargo bay and found the emergency manual override; 
she pulled it down. 


With a whine and a welcome click, the door slid shut. Just in time — 
as the Betty slipped through the airlock into high vacuum, and fell free of 
the Auriga. 


Both ships plummeted toward the earth's atmosphere. 
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In the cockpit of the Betty, Vreiss was worried. “Call?” he queried 
over the intercom. 


In the cargo bay, Call heard, but she was too preoccupied to answer. 
Something was wrong. She sensed another presence. 


But... perhaps it was her imagination, after all. A light was flickering 
overhead, casting eerie shadows. 


Call bent down and picked up a metal bar off a stack of spare parts. 
She reached up with it and tried to hit the light, to either shut it off — or 
knock it out. 


The bar was too short. 

She tossed the bar aside and bent down to pick up another. 
This one moved as her fingers closed around it. 

It was an arm... the Newborn's arm! 


The creature had followed Ripley down the corridor, across the 
docking bay, and into the Betty! 


It stood, wavering on its feet. Its ruined face was blistered and scalded 
from steam, but still grinning with powerful malevolence. 


Call backed up. One step, two. 
The Newborn followed. One step, two. 


Call backed into a mining pump replacement core, a huge piece of 
secured cargo. She dropped and rolled under it. The space was narrow, less 
than a foot high. 


She felt like a child hiding under a bed. Except that this was no game. 
She crawled back as far as she could go, until she hit the wall. 


She looked out and saw — the alien was gone. 
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Free of the airlock at last, the Betty moved away from the doomed 
Auriga. Vriess, at the controls, was all business: “Full thrust on the 
downdraft. We'll get clear!” 


Distephano and Ripley looked at one another, wondering. 


Under the mining pump core, Call's relief was short-lived. Even 
though she couldn't see the Newborn, she could hear him. 


He was on top of the machine. She could hear his dry breath, his scaly 
footsteps. 


Then nothing. 
Silence. A long silence. 


Then a sudden lunge — as the furious alien sprung to the floor and 
reached under the pump with lightning speed! His claw almost scraped 
Call, who was backed up as far as she could go, into the wall. Straining, 
the Newborn reached farther. 


Inches short. 
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In the cockpit, Johner, Ripley, and Distephano tried to activate the 
cargo bay monitor but could get no image. 


Muttering in disgust, Distephano left the cockpit. Ripley sat, staring 
silently at the darkened monitor, wondering... 
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Meanwhile the gigantic Auriga rushed toward the earth. Entering the 
atmosphere at full speed, braking systems disabled, it began to heat up and 
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In the cargo bay, Call was frozen in terror. 
The Newborn's hand was reaching toward her when it, too, froze. 
Footsteps. It was Distephano. 


The alien lifted its head, snarled, and slithered toward the door. 


A fiery meteor plummeted toward the Earth — the meteor that had 
been the Auriga. 


The Auriga's last moments were hell. 


Inside the doomed ship's vast hallways and emptied waste tanks, the 
aliens that had made it their hive milled in a blind reptilian panic. 


Over their frantic screechings, Call's calm voice was_ heard: 
“COLLISION IN SIX SECONDS, FIVE, FOUR...” 


And then, almost tenderly, “HERE WE Go!” 
BARROOOOM! 


The ship obliterated itself as it hit the middle of the Pacific Ocean in 
an immense fireball filled with dying screams. 
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Panic also filled the cockpit of the Betty, as Vriess struggled with the 
controls. The little ship was rocking and rolling as the braking systems 
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Distephano was smiling nervously as he lowered his rifle and edged 
through the door into the cargo bay. 


His smile lasted longer than his life. It persisted on his lips, even as 
his skull was cracked like a walnut from behind. 


“No!” Call shouted, too late. Her eyes widened in terror as the 
Newborn shook its long fingers in her face. They were dripping with 


Distephano's brains eee 
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The Betty shook violently as the braking systems fired, slowing the 
ship so that it could enter the Earth's atmosphere without burning up. 


Johner and Ripley watched as Vreiss struggled to maintain control of 
the tiny craft as it hurtled closer and closer to the pale blue edge of the 
Earth's atmosphere. 
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Far below, under that same blue sky, a doe led her fawn to drink at a 
peaceful forest pool. 


But here the only sound was the rustling of the trees in the gentle 
wind. 


The Betty shook and rattled, every rivet straining, as the braking jets 
fired. Unless the little ship bled off fifty percent of her speed, she would 
burn to a cinder on entering the atmosphere, as the Auriga had burned. 


In the cargo bay, Call had other, even more immediate worries. She 
said what passed for prayers as the shadow of the Newborn fell over her. 


The drooling, ravenous creature approached, step by step. 


He reached out, gathering her to his scaly bosom in a hideous 
embrace. He was almost tenderly preparing to rip off the top of her skull, 
when — 


“Hey!” 

The Newborn turned, snarling. 

Ripley stood in the doorway of the cargo bay. 

Wordlessly, with eyes as cold as steel, she spoke to the alien. 


The Newborn locked eyes with her and backed away, letting the 
terrified Call slide to the floor. 


“Get out,” said Ripley, without looking at Call. 
Stepping over Call, the alien approached Ripley. 
Who bowed, as if in greeting. 

Or in homage... 

“Come on,” said Ripley. 


The Newborn took Ripley in its embrace. 


The long, lethal tongue slid out, uncoiling toward the woman who 
was — mother, sister, grandmother? 


Lover? 
On the floor, Call crawled toward the door. 


Ripley stood her ground, locked in the Newborn's embrace — 
meanwhile looking over his shoulder, to the porthole. 


She ran her hand along the edge of the Newborn's teeth. Hard. 


Ripley pulled her hand away. The long cut across her palm was filled 
with blood. 


From the floor, Call watched. Disgusted — and fascinated. 


Ripley drew back her arm and threw — flinging the blood over the 
Newborn's shoulder, onto the porthole. 


It sizzled on the glass. 


Suddenly understanding, the Newborn snarled and grabbed Ripley's 
arm. But too late... 


Ssssssssss... crack! 


The drop of blood melted through, sucked into the subzero vacuum of 
space. 


Whhooooosh! 


Like a sudden storm, dust and smoke swirled as the air in the cargo 
bay was sucked through the hole. 


Faster and faster, harder and harder... 
The Newborn was pulled away from Ripley, toward the hole. 


Ripley grabbed a pipe and hooked her belt to it. Then she grabbed 
Call and held her. 


Everything else in the cargo bay was being sucked relentlessly toward 
the hole. 


Including the Newborn. 
Splat! 
The alien flattened against the hole. It strained, trying to pull away. 


Splaaaaattt! 


The Newborn screamed in pain as its skin burst open, and its organs 
were pulled through the hole, into space. 


Call and Ripley watched; fascinated, terrified, disgusted. 


The alien's arm was sucked through. Then the other arm. His belly 
burst. The guts spilled out — and were immediately sucked back into the 
cold vacuum of space. 


The Newborn's entire body was sucked through the tiny hole, until 
only its head was left. Still living, still screaming, still suffering horribly... 


Ripley and Call watched. 
CRACK! 


The Newborn's skull burst, and his flesh and skin were pulled through 
his eye sockets. 


Crack! 


Then even the hideous alien skull was gone, and the tremendous pull 
of the vacuum pulled relentlessly at Call and Ripley, who struggled to hold 


onto the bar. 
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Far below, in the forest, the doe looked up. It saw a streak of light. 
See, it said wordlessly to its fawn. A shooting star... 


It was the Betty, entering the atmosphere, heating up and beginning to 
burn. 


Vreiss held the controls. He and Johner shook as the ship tumbled and 
rolled, buffeted by the thickening atmosphere. 


Back in the cargo bay, Call and Ripley clung together on the floor, 
trying to avoid the flames shooting through the shattered porthole. 


Ripley looked toward the hole, expecting each moment to be her last. 


She saw a strange, unexpected sight. 
Blue sky. 


The Betty had made it through re-entry. The little ship was gliding 
down, through and under the clouds. 


In the cockpit, Johner kissed Vreiss. “Yeah! We got this puppy by the 
danglies now! Let's put her down.” 


Vriess wiped his cheek. “How?” 

In the cargo bay, Call and Ripley hugged, breathing in the sweet fresh 
air. 

Survivors. Comrades. Neither quite human, but both women. And 
both glad to be alive. 

“Earth,” said Call, standing and looking out the shattered porthole. 

“Earth,” repeated Ripley, joining her. 


“My first time,” said Call. She couldn't resist a smile. “Ought to be 
plenty of places to get lost around here. I guess... What do you think?” 


“What?” 
“What do you think we should do?” Call asked. 


“T don't know,” Ripley said. “I'm a stranger here myself.” 
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